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Abstract  

This study examines the contribution of activist videos from the Occupy Wall Street and the 

Occupy Gezi Park movements to non-authoritarian and non-linear history-writing. To this end, it 

focuses on three major domains with particular points of interest in each: a) urban—the temporary 

emergence of commoning practices in and footage from early twenty-first century social 

movements, b) image—the heterogeneous characteristics of producing a visual counter-narrative 

and activist videos practices as learning tools, and c) archive—activist archiving practices versus 

hegemonic state archives and the reconfiguration of archival practices. Two autonomous archives 

were examined in depth as case studies: Interference Archive in New York, and bak.ma in Istanbul. 

On the basis of grounded theory, an ethnographical methodology was used to collect data, 

including archive visits, participatory observation, and a series of interviews with activists, 

archivists, librarians, videographers, and scholars engaged with the selected archives. Working 

from these case studies, this study reveals the different ways of video activism, the ethical dilemma 

in recording the protests, and the contribution of autonomous archives into counterimage of the 

resistance as part of historiography.  

Keywords: Protest, Resistance, Social Movements, Historiography, Video Activism, 

Counterimage, Autonomous Archives  
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“In the present tense, you record a film and screen it:  

Immediately you are in the past tense. An image is firstly seen, then be considered. 

Thus, everything is related to the memory.” 

Ulus Baker  
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Introduction  

The Museum of Innocence was developed as an intertwined project, of a book (published in 2008) 

and a museum (opened in 2012) by Orhan Pamuk, the Nobel Laureate in Literature from Turkey, 

and in my opinion, it represents a fictive city museum of Istanbul. As Pamuk insistently 

emphasizes, “The museum is not an illustration of the novel, and the novel is not an explanation 

of the museum” (Pamuk, 2012, p.18); their interconnectedness is more complex. In his novel, 

Pamuk narrates a love story in Istanbul, between Kemal, the son of a rich family living in the 

affluent Nişantaşı neighborhood, and his distant relative Füsun, a young woman from the 

conservative environment in Çukurcuma. From a museological perspective, the authenticity of the 

novel originates from a series of discussions on the objects Kemal—the protagonist of the story—

has collected as reminiscences of his lover Füsun. In the novel, Kemal narrates the background 

stories of these objects in parallel with a series of socio-political and cultural issues in Turkey and 

Istanbul, touching on both Eastern and Western cultures, the perception of love and sexuality in 

that era, and the practice of daily life in Istanbul from 1975 to the early 2000s.  

In the last chapters of the novel, the reader meets “storyteller Orhan Pamuk” as well. In the novel, 

Kemal lives out the last years of his life in the building that will be converted into The Museum of 

Innocence after he passes away, and “storyteller Orhan Pamuk” visits Kemal regularly to listen to 

his memories so as to be able to establish a museum as Kemal requests. In other words, Pamuk 

structures The Museum of Innocence as a fictive city museum on a fictive oral-history project. 

Accordingly, it can be said that The Museum of Innocence is built on four major subjects: memory, 

space, time, and objects. In addition, by combining literature and museology, The Museum of 

Innocence reflects on the process of developing a collection, examines its display methods, and 

questions its place in history writing. In the novel, Kemal states that “a feeling awoke in me that 

if I could tell my story I could ease my pain. But to do so I would have to bring my entire collection 

out into the open” (Pamuk, 2009, p. 490). In this manner, Kemal and his contemplation of “telling 

a story,” which essentially derives from the questioning of “remembering,” is reminiscent of 
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footage from the Revolution Museum1 that had been established in Istanbul’s Gezi Park during its 

occupation in June 2013.   

It all started on May 27, 2013, just before midnight. A group of environmentalist friends stepped 

in front of bulldozers at Gezi Park, to prevent trees in the park from being removed. The following 

days witnessed a constantly growing mass movement, previously unseen in the history of Turkey, 

until the evening of June 14, 2013. The Occupy Gezi Park protests started essentially against the 

Taksim Renewal Project, and as it spread all across the country in parallel with excessive police 

brutality, it shifted in focus and began to highlight human rights, socio-economical politics, and 

cultural concerns in Turkey. The renewal project aimed to pedestrianize Taksim Square and 

reconstruct a historical building that had once served as military barracks in the area where Gezi 

Park presently stands, between 1780 and 1940. 

On the one hand, the project required the destruction of the park; on the other, the objective of 

repurposing the future military barracks remains up in the air. Official statements initially referred 

to a shopping mall then oriented to a city museum,2 in efforts to instrumentalize museums in favor 

of gentrification. Museum officials in Turkey held a series of campaigns against this idea.3 

Ultimately, establishing a museum is related to the question of authority for telling a story, which 

also includes determining which facts will be remembered and which forgotten, as they are the 

essential parts of history writing.  

In response, though, protestors in the park converted a prefabricated container into a museum; by 

doing so, they both displayed how they perceived the Occupation, and claimed how they 

configured its (hi)story should be told. Among all the tangible materials, such as goggles, tear gas 

capsules, helmets, etc., in the footage, there are also murals, which represent the essential slogans 

of the movement, and images hung on the walls, which are hard-copies of the famous images 

digitally produced and largely circulated online. In other words, the activist museologists curated 

 
1 See “Devrim Müzesi (Revolution Museum), Gezi Park, 7 June 2013” [Video]: https://vimeo.com/68123761 

(Accessed on August 22, 2018)  
2 See “A city museum to be built instead of shopping center at Gezi Park, says Topbas”: 
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/turkey/a-city-museum-to-be-built-instead-of-shopping-center-at-gezi-park-says-

topbas/239694 (Accessed on October 9, 2018).  
3 See “Ne Kışla Ne Müze (Neither Military Barracks Nor a Museum)”: http://mmkd.org.tr/kategori/haberler/ne-

kisla-ne-muze/ (Accessed on August 22, 2018).  

https://vimeo.com/68123761
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/turkey/a-city-museum-to-be-built-instead-of-shopping-center-at-gezi-park-says-topbas/239694
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/turkey/a-city-museum-to-be-built-instead-of-shopping-center-at-gezi-park-says-topbas/239694
http://mmkd.org.tr/kategori/haberler/ne-kisla-ne-muze/
http://mmkd.org.tr/kategori/haberler/ne-kisla-ne-muze/
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their Occupation exhibition by including born-digital materials with their print copies. 

Additionally, the museum was open to public contribution. In this sense, Occupy Gezi Park had a 

participatory city museum project where personal statements were collected through “crowd 

curating” and displayed in different forms. When I saw all that was happening, I began to wonder 

how it might be possible to properly narrate those days, if there were actually a city museum in 

Istanbul. The tangible materials would not be sufficient for a comprehensive telling of the story, 

since enormous amounts of data were produced digitally, circulated online, and duplicated in 

various computers. More precisely, Occupy Gezi Park is part of the “Digital Revolution,” thanks 

to the extensive use of digital communication. Meanwhile, footage recorded and disseminated 

during the protests, both in the park and after protestors were evicted on June 14, 2013, is 

considered within the limits of jurisprudence and images are served as legal evidence. In this vein, 

this study argues that archival video footage produced by social movements in the early twenty-

first century are: a) a source of memory for alternative history writing that includes numerous 

different actors, and b) tools to learn from past movements, especially for socio-political and 

cultural studies, and also for the plenum of future protests. In this framework, this study asks the 

following question: How can autonomous media archives contribute to non-linear and non-

authoritarian history writing of early twenty-first-century social movements?  

Since the primary aim of this study was to understand how archiveology has been reconfigured 

with regards to preserving activist videos, examining the future of the born-digital materials that 

remain from the Occupy Gezi Park movement was expanded to include a comparison with the 

Occupy Wall Street (OWS) movement. In New York, it all started with a call from the editors of 

Adbusters, a Canadian anti-consumerist and pro-environment magazine. On July 13, 2011, they 

published a blog post entitled “A shift in revolutionary tactics,” which was a call for “90,000 

redeemers, rebels and radicals out there” to “set up tents, kitchens, peaceful barricades and occupy 

Wall Street for a few months.”4  The idea was to create awareness to protest:   

 
4 See Figure 1: “#OCCUPYWALLSTREET: A shift in revolutionary tactics.” Adbusters Blog, July 13, 2011 

(Accessed on November 2, 2017)  
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 Figure 1‘#OCCUPYWALLSTREET: A shift in revolutionary tactics,’ Adbusters Blog 
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Source: 
https://web.archive.org/web/20110717094726/http:/www.adbusters.org/blogs/adbusters-
blog/occupywallstreet.html (Accessed: November 2, 2017)  

https://web.archive.org/web/20110717094726/http:/www.adbusters.org/blogs/adbusters-blog/occupywallstreet.html
https://web.archive.org/web/20110717094726/http:/www.adbusters.org/blogs/adbusters-blog/occupywallstreet.html
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the corporate influence on democracy, a growing disparity in wealth as a result of 

neoliberalism, and the absence of legal repercussions behind the recent global financial 

crisis. They sought to combine the symbolic location of the 2011 protests in Cairo’s Tahrir 

Square with the consensus decision-making of the 2011 Spanish protests (Movimiento 15-

M) (Komlik, 2014).  

A series of preparatory meetings were held in the city over the summer, and finally, the day arrived. 

On September 17, protesters saw that the New York Police Department (NYPD) had also taken a 

series of precautions, and they were not allowed to march on Wall Street. The protesters then 

headed to Zuccotti Park, an alternative space to gather together, and held their first General 

Assembly; eventually, they decided to camp in the park. While the Occupation lasted until 

protestors were evicted from Zuccotti Park on November 15, 2011, OWS spread all across the 

United States and the world, with a very simple motto: “We are the 99 Percent.” Undoubtedly, the 

movement expanded very rapidly as young activists took to the internet, using Facebook and 

Twitter as the main news outlets for OWS. Additionally, the preparatory meetings paved the way 

for a series of working groups to emerge: the OWS Media Working Group and the OWS Archiving 

Working Group provided essential know-how on producing, disseminating, and archiving activist 

videos from social movements in the early twenty-first century, as they were live streaming, 

publishing edited videos, and storing archival materials.  

To sum up, this research project examines the experiences of archiving activist videos from the 

Occupy movements both in New York and in Istanbul, by considering autonomous archiving as a 

part of non-linear and non-authoritarian history writing. In other words, it focuses on archiveology 

in terms of born-digital materials remaining from early twenty-first-century social movements, and 

seeks to reconfigure authenticity-authorship; curatorship-question of “too much material;” 

storage-virtual space; and access-security. Firstly, it investigates the footage of the Commons by 

analyzing theoretical discussions about the Commons and its temporary emergence in the Occupy 

movements. Additionally, it explores the aim of image production in early twenty-first-century 

social movements, as some argue that activist videos are counter images of state recordings. 

Finally, concentrating on autonomous media archives, this study discusses the contributions of 

activist videos remaining from the Occupy movements in the historicization of these movements. 

This research project relies on an ethnographical study conducted with activists, archivists, 
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librarians, videomakers, and scholars. By also including secondary resources, it aims to display 

past experiences, present debates, and plans for the future.  

Conceptual Framework  
 

The Temporary Emergence of Commoning Practices  

Scholars have long been preoccupied with the neoliberal politics of urbanization, and 

simultaneously spent effort to unfold the effects of the global economic recession, which has paved 

the way for the social movements that we have been witnessing since the early 2000s. Examining 

the concept of the city as extending beyond state regulations and capitalism has its roots in Henri 

Lefebvre’s work, entitled Right to the City (1968), where Lefebvre illustrated urban struggles to 

create more democratic and equal power relations from the perspective of reshaping the dynamics 

of urban space. In his book Rebel Cities (2012), David Harvey continued to examine the issues 

addressed by Lefebvre and raised the question of collective right, the right to the city, and said a 

right to the city is “far more than a right of individual or group access to the resources that the city 

embodies: it is a right to change and reinvent the city more after our hearts’ desire” (Harvey, 2012, 

p. 4). The demand for “cities for people, not for profit” has also been articulated by Brenner et al. 

(2012, p. 2), to “underscore the urgent political priority of constructing cities that correspond to 

human social needs rather than to the capitalist imperative of profit-making and spatial enclosure.”  

In the early 2000s, social movements surprisingly seemed to be increasingly framed as if in defense 

of or reclaiming the Commons, which is frequently conceived as a resource to be exploited, a 

group of people gathered together for their own profit, and a life of solidarity outside of capitalism 

(Adaman et al., 2017, p. 14). Literature on the Commons was long associated with Garrett Hardin’s 

thesis of “the tragedy of Commons” (1968), until Elinor Ostrom’s Nobel-awarded (2009) approach 

challenged this view. According to Hardin, by reference to Karl Marx, the disappearance of the 

Commons was inevitable; yet Hardin was strongly criticized for referring to Marxist theory as he 

elaborated on the Commons under the circumstances of a capitalist society. Ostrom, in turn, 

provided examples from different geographies all across the world and remarked on how local 

users collaborated and defined new regulations while making use of the Commons.  

The Occupy movements in New York and Istanbul illustrate Ostrom’s approach to the Commons. 

Protesters at both were able to eliminate monetary exchange in the occupied parks by establishing 
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kitchens, infirmaries, libraries, media stations, etc. as different forms of common goods. The image 

of the Commons in the Occupy movements can be described very briefly as a barricaded neoliberal 

urban area, closed off to state access and converted into a free market. Capitalism obviously did 

not simply disappear. While the emergence of the Commons in the occupied areas seemingly 

enabled people to consider that alternative ways to engage with the economy are possible, using 

the internet—and in particular, social media channels—means neoliberal politics are alive and 

well. Moreover, as de Angelis notes, “Precisely for their own limited characteristics, social 

movements can only contribute to the making of alternatives; they themselves are not the 

alternative” (de Angelis, 2012, p. 17). Consequently, recording commoning practices in Occupy 

movements becomes essential, due in part to their temporary nature.  

It was historian Peter Linebaugh who popularized the use of “commoning” as a verb in his book 

The Magna Carta Manifesto (2008) to highlight the right to use the Commons to fulfill basic 

human needs. The goal here was to portray it as an activity, rather than just an idea or a material 

resource (Ristau, 2011). Activities observed in the Occupy movements, such as volunteering at 

libraries, kitchens, infirmaries, etc., for instance, can be viewed as commoning practices.  

It must also be said that the Occupy movements have been given different names by various 

scholars, activists, and protesters, depending on their own personal political engagement with 

them. A large number of my Ankara-based interviewees called it “The Gezi Resistance” or “The 

June Resistance,” for instance. Yet discussing different theories on how early twenty-first century 

social movements have been framed is beyond the scope of this study; thus the term “the Occupy 

movement” will be used throughout the text to express political actions in urban areas governed 

by neoliberal politics. These political actions include acts by urban residents to occupy a certain 

physical setting, make certain demands, and transform it into an autonomous space through 

engaging in a series of commoning practices, such as establishing community gardens, kitchens, 

infirmaries, libraries, etc. that are open to public consumption without monetary exchange; 

organizing film screenings, theater plays, reading groups, workshops for kids, etc.; and 

maintaining the movement based on discussions held at forums and general assemblies within a 

non-hierarchical structure. The term “occupation” is also used in this study to emphasize the 

temporal nature of the social movements, where social movements are conceptualized as the 

process of the act of occupying, rather than the sudden reaction of a disorganized group of people. 
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Also beyond the scope of this study is a perusal of the literature on new social movements, thus 

the term “early twenty-first century social movements” will be used in reference when they occur.  

Image of the Protest  

Studies that look at social movements in the early twenty-first century mostly intend to understand 

the causes and consequences of the protests, and ascertain the similarities and differences between 

disobedient cities from varied geographies. In this matter of fact, born-digital materials have been 

perceived mostly in the perspective of ‘social media revolution,’ and the focus has been on the role 

of new media communication tools in the Occupy movements. In their book Tweets from Tahrir, 

Nunns et al. underlined the human power behind social media:  

The Egyptian Uprising has been described as a “Twitter Revolution.” It was not. 

Revolutions do not come out of thin air, or even cyberspace. But the internet provided a 

tool that helped shape the form of the uprising, and it gave us some of the most riveting 

real-time coverage ever recorded (Nunns et al., 2011, p. 19).   

According to Clay Shirky, the internet user population has climbed from the low millions to the 

low billions with the growth of the internet since the early 1990s; he also adds: “Over the same 

period, social media have become a fact of life for civil society worldwide, involving many 

actors—regular citizens, activists, nongovernmental organizations, telecommunication firms, 

software providers, governments” (Shirky, 2011). As sociologist Manuel Castells defines it as 

Networked Society (1991), a new communication and relation model emerged, where citizens do 

not consume media, but also produce it. According to Castells, in the pursuit of the right to the 

city, “individuals did come together again to find new forms of being us, the people” (Castells, 

2012, p. 1). He also notes that “it began on the Internet social networks, as these are spaces of 

autonomy, largely beyond the control of governments and corporations that had monopolized the 

channels of communication as the foundation of their power, throughout history” (Castells, 2012, 

p. 2). In his book Networks of Outrage and Hope: Social Movements in the Internet Age (2012), 

Castells reviews Occupy movements organized primarily on social media—in countries such as 

Egypt, Spain, Tunisia, and the United States—in terms of their causes, consequences, and 

organizational structures, as well as the role of social media in the networks of actors. Indeed, 

gathering online cannot be separated from physical involvement with a movement, for information 
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flows from the streets to social media, and again from social media back to the streets. 

Consequently, examining the reciprocal relationship between online milieus and Occupied urban 

areas manifests as a necessity.  

As Shirky underlines, “Social media tools are not a replacement for real-world action but a way to 

coordinate it” (Shirky, 2011).  Social media can “compensate for the disadvantages of 

undisciplined groups by reducing the costs of coordination” (Shirky, 2011). This could be viewed 

as the process through which a new concept has emerged: namely, digital activism. The very well-

known motto “the Revolution will not be televised” has recently been replaced by “the Revolution 

will be tweeted” in disobedient cities across numerous countries, including Egypt, Lebanon, 

Turkey, Ukraine, etc.  

According to the two-step flow of communication theory developed by sociologists Elihu Katz 

and Paul Lazarsfeld (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955), mass media does not have the power to change 

people’s mind by itself; it has to first influence opinion leaders, and then flows to their friends, 

family members, and colleagues. The power of opposition parts arises from the success of 

establishing networks (Çoban, 2014). In this context, combining conventional and digital network 

structures make it possible to develop an effective and mobile network. This new network is hybrid 

in structure and is essentially formed by social media activists and masses of activists on the streets 

coming together (Çoban, 2014). Hence it is possible to affirm that this is the process of the 

emergence of two new concepts: digital activism and civic journalism, which are essentially 

originated to the idea of media activism.  

The idea of a “tweeted revolution” refers to the extensive online circulation of still and moving 

images. In this manner, today, social media occurs as one of the main tools for tactical media. In 

their short text, basically a manifesto, David Garcia and Geert Lovink define tactical media as 

follows: 

Tactical media are what happens when the cheap “do it yourself” media, made possible by 

the revolution in consumer electronics and expanded forms of distribution (from public 

access cable to the internet) are exploited by groups and individuals who feel aggrieved by 

or excluded from the wider culture. Tactical media do not just report events, as they are 

never impartial, they always participate, and it is this that more than anything separates 
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them from mainstream media (Garcia & Lovink, 1997). 

Garcia and Lovink established the concept of tactics as an alternative way to communicate vis-à-

vis state oppression and state censorship by building on the work of Michel de Certeau. In his 

famous book The Practice of Everyday Life (1980), de Certeau analyzed popular culture to better 

understand the general consumption of texts and artifacts that surround us. Very briefly, as Garcia 

and Lovink illustrates, de Certeau suggests that general consumption is ‘tactically’:  

That is in far more creative and rebellious ways that had previously been imagined. He 

described the process of consumption as a set of tactics by which the weak make use of the 

strong. He characterized the rebellious user (a term he preferred to consumer) as tactical 

and the presumptuous producer (in which he included authors, educators, curators, and 

revolutionaries) as strategic (Garcia & Lovink, 1997).  

In his book Signs and Machines (2014), Maurizio Lazzarato also addressed the role of technology 

in democratizing individual and collective subjectivities to escape oppression. Cole and Bradley 

argued that Lazzarato saw the video camera as a body that develops its own hiatus concerning time 

and image:  

Lazzarato’s work can be thought of thinking video in terms of the passage from movement 

to time-images. He thinks how video is a medium capable of presenting a pure duration to 

us. Video, but also photography, cinema, and digital technologies are “machines to 

contract, to condense” time. What the video camera does is direct the spectral eye back to 

the photograph, back to the question of the punctum, to the sociology of the real, and in our 

view, to the axioms of “a pedagogy of cinema.” The video camera in exploring immediacy 

calls forth the need for interpretation, for the generation of mental relations (Cole & 

Bradley, 2016, p. 137).  

The discussion above illustrates that the media is used as a tactic in social movements that occur 

in different domains. In particular, the easy reproduction and circulation of born-digital 

materials—digital photographs, videos, sound recordings, etc.—via mobile devices and the 

internet facilitate their production and reproduction in enormous numbers. Visual materials from 

early twenty-first century social movements certainly include images of police brutality, human 
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rights abuses, solidarity, commoning practices, social witnessing, etc. in the occupied milieus. Yet 

video activism differs from other forms of tactical media, for it not only captures reality but also 

is linked to remembering (Berensel, 2012). In other words, the image is produced as a part of visual 

memory. In fact, the relationship between image and memory often distinguishes video activism 

from citizen journalism. Even though similar tools are used in both to produce and reproduce 

images—recording footage and disseminating images on the internet—they essentially differ in 

their politics of the image: While civic journalism is more motivated to spreading the news as soon 

as possible, preferably in real time; video activism, in addition to instant dissemination of the 

image, is more oriented to a long-term recording process with the aim of telling (hi)stories of social 

causes in virtual forms, such as documentary filmmaking.  

Indeed, the emergence of born-digital materials has brought with it various challenges in terms of 

collecting and archiving non-physical materials. In Tweets from Tahrir, Nunns et al. (2011) argue 

that the rush to collect virtual data before it disappears in the cyberworld leads to lack of proper 

history writing, and the main concern shifts from providing a thorough analysis of a protest to 

depicting how people narrated the event on social media:  

The editing process involved selecting tweets to tell a story. Some may feel that in doing 

so, we have imposed our own narrative onto events. In fact, this is always the case when 

any story is told, or any history book is written. We believe this new approach to 

documenting history is in some ways less guilty of the offense because all of the reporting 

is directly from the people involved and written as it happened (Nunns et al., 2011, p. 15).   

It would thus seem that documenting the cyberworld does not go beyond publishing posts and 

tweets in a physical book. Yet in parallel with the emergence of the information society and the 

increased use of digital devices, we have all begun to establish our own digital archives that contain 

photos, videos, sound recordings, documents, and emails. Similarly, all the websites, social media 

channels, and digital publications generated during early twenty-first century social movements 

may be seen as digital archives, while hashtags may be considered tags. The publications generated 

during early twenty-first century social movements aspire to strengthen the collective memory of 

political disobedience, and the born-digital materials produced during the Occupy movements are 

essential notes for history writing. Meanwhile, integrating activist videos into the practice of 
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history writing challenges the concept of authority, of who will be authorized to keep the records 

for future generations. Activist videos have also been scrutinized with regards to representations 

of the “truth”—some have argued that if the “reality” produced by an image is related to being in 

that moment, at that space and that angle, then the “truth” contained in that image is nothing more 

than the shadows fading in and out in Plato’s cave metaphor (Çelikaslan & Şen, 2016a), while 

others have posited that “truth” can be found in an image as long as one asks questions it can 

answer, depending on the information it contains (Becker, 1986).  

A major critique of video activism has concerned the security of the people filmed, for this makes 

them identifiable by the state. As such, sharing raw materials on social media comes with a big 

question mark. Editing the footage and removing anything “inappropriate” before uploading the 

raw image on the internet is one proposed solution (O. İnce, personal communication, March 3, 

2017; S. Tekin, personal communication, March 1, 2017; WITNESS, 2014). Another has been to 

anonymize faces in uploaded videos, for example, via a tool that YouTube launched in 

collaboration with WITNESS, a New York-based non-governmental organization (NGO) that 

works on human rights documentation (WITNESS, 2012). Yet anonymizing protesters has its own 

issues; on the one hand, it is considered a protection mechanism, but on the other, it is conceived 

as censoring the legitimate civil right to protest. Furthermore, using protest images in an artistic 

milieu, such as video art in exhibitions, comes with the question of commodifying early twenty-

first century social movements, which represents the opposite of the general spirit of the Occupy 

movements: the practice of commoning.   

Whether raw footage, edited video or art, it is observed that the image in activist videos: 

enables a new historicization by destroying the hegemonic narrative produced by 

mainstream media when the visual memory of social movements is recorded by the 

subjects of the struggles. It is also a political act which facilitates recreation of social visual 

memory (Çelikaslan & Şen, 2017, p. 164).  

Archives are considered the main repositories of memory and history writing. In essence, “archives 

are not only the concerns of historians who are interested in recovering the past but also of political 

rulers who aim to frame the past for present purposes” (Ahıska, 2006, p. 1). Additionally, as 

Vosloo states, “The archive opens out to the future. It is never closed. This affirmation of the future 
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to come is the condition of all promises, all hope and expectation” (Vosloo, 2005, p. 392). Indeed, 

archiving is based on a mechanism of simultaneous inclusion and exclusion. Recording early 

twenty-first social movements via mobile devices in the age of easy image dissemination on the 

internet, brings with it the idea of creating a counter-narrative to state archives.  

Visual History Writing 

In the Republic of Turkey, it may be argued that official history writing began with the foundation 

of the Turkish Historical Society in 1931, by the initiative of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk. According 

to its mission statement, the Society aims to explore and expose the local and international 

positioning of Turks and their contribution to the history of civilization (TTK, 2018). International 

research studies conducted by the Society have been criticized for focusing solely on Turkishness 

and Islamic culture and excluding other ethnic and religious identities living in the country; 

preservation of and access to archival documents on the culture and life of Armenians, Kurds, and 

Alevis, for instance, is an ongoing discussion. This has naturally paved the way for grassroots 

history writing, through materials in community archives and personal memories via oral histories. 

Some have argued that alternative history writing that concentrates on the history of culture in 

Turkey largely focuses on ethnic and religious minorities and women’s studies (Kayalı, 2013). 

Research areas that respond to the need to explore certain social issues in the history of the country 

have been emerging, such as genocides, mass massacres, human rights abuses, etc. Indeed, access 

to archival materials, established by the state, communities, or individuals has a crucial impact on 

history writing.  

According to Meltem Ahıska, the definition of an archive that relates to our sense of history and 

our present “stands at the interstices of bureaucracy, histography, and memory” (Ahıska, 2006, p. 

9). Ahıska examined the current status of archives in Turkey and came across censorship and the 

falsification of archives with regards to certain politically charged subjects, which profoundly 

impacts history writing and historical truth (Ahıska, 2006, p. 11). Concerning the concept of 

“missing archives,” Ahıska noted:  

What I mean by missing, then, is the social insignificance of archive for national history, 

as can be deducted from the fact that they are often and easily dismissed as irrelevant. 
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Therefore, I am using the term “missing archives” as a native category, since it is also a 

topic for daily conversations, circulating stories, and narratives. The accounts regarding 

the instances of the destruction of archives rarely appear in the news, but more often in 

some, literary or other, narratives of memory. However, memory is not an unproblematic 

concept. Memories are also structured and narrativized within power relations, and 

memory does not have a homogeneous subject (Ahıska, 2006, p. 11).  

In a similar vein, Esra Özyürek has stated that “Turkish society is frequently accused of being 

amnesiac. Many locals complain that there is no social memory in Turkey” (Özyürek, 2007, p. 3), 

and discussed how memory has been commodified in the present day through marketing nostalgia 

for the Ottomans, Greeks, old Istanbul, etc. Indeed, “Against the current of an industry of nostalgia, 

memory studies mostly focus on trauma and suffering. Memory studies deal with exclusions, 

injustices, disappearances, genocides, and wars” (Ahıska & Kırlı, 2006, p. 8). 

Andreas Huyssen has also highlighted the subjectivity of memory studies, specifying temporality and 

locality: “International human rights discourses and their legal practices based on universal claims can 

be characterized as cosmopolitan, but memory discourses remain tied to the specific memories of social 

groups in time and place” (Huyssen, 2003, p. 148). The heterogeneity of memory has led to the proposal 

of new approaches in memory studies, and oral history studies began to emerge in Turkey in the late 

1990s:  

Oral history plays a central role in the reevaluation of recent history on the basis of personal 

memories. In Turkey, national history taught in schools excludes many events experienced 

by the peoples of the country. In addition, historical events that do form part of the national 

canon may be recounted and interpreted differently by individuals. There is a gap between 

individuals’ experiences at home and within communities and at school or through the 

media, which, until recently, was controlled by the state (Neyzi, 2010, p. 445).  

Oral history is a fundamental part of establishing a social memory, as it is mostly perceived as 

collective memory. Susan Sontag denied the idea of collective memory (Sonntag, 2004). 

According to Sontag, memory is constructed through a series of images, and images accepted by 

society—as evinced by their existence in archives, museums, textbooks, etc.—are instruments of 

this process. Consequently, approved images represent society’s final decision about a social fact. 
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Sontag also said that because images are processed differently by every mind depending on the 

relationship between an image and a personal sense of history, memories are always individual. 

Yet while Sontag said there was no such thing as social memory, she did acknowledge collective 

education, i.e. the images approved by society (Sontag, 2004). In contrast, Aleida Assmann (2010) 

disputed Sontag’s claim, and highlighted how different methods of memory transmission—oral 

and written, for instance—provided access to individuals who were distant to the case in terms of 

space and time. According to Assmann, especially today, memory has surpassed oral and written 

forms, and also includes visual narratives. 

Given that temporality, defined as the “subjective progression through moments, while time 

attempts to objectively measure and mark that progression” (Joelle, 2014), challenges real, clock-

based time by referring to the past while making sense of the present. Temporality interferes the 

rhythm of the movement. According to Lefebvre:  

for there to be rhythm, there must be repetition in a movement, but not just any repetition. 

The monotonous return of the same, self-identical noise no more forms a rhythm than does 

some moving object on its trajectory, for example, a falling stone (Lefebvre, 2003, p. 78).  

In a related vein, McAdam and Sewell define temporality as temporal rhythms, and argue that 

“where temporal logics or images have been invoked in the study of political contention, they have 

tended to conform to one of two analytic templates: long-term change processes or protest cycles” 

(McAdam & Sewell, 2001, p. 90).  

In the case of early twenty-first century social movements, the rhythm, “repetition in a movement,” 

is highly dynamic regarding the encounters between protesters and the police, which paves the 

way for the emergence of temporalities in everyday metropolitan life, such as, tear gases, 

cancellation of public transports, restrictions to the entrance of certain streets, etc.  In this manner, 

“there are two core characteristics of rhythms: they embody time and are place specific” 

(Wunderlich, 2013, p. 91). During Occupy Gezi Park, events that unfolded once protesters were 

evicted from the park offer a case in point: First, access to the Park was blocked with police 

barricades; after a while, citizens were allowed to enter the Park; then, police decided to clear 

everyone out of the Park. These hasty decisions made it very unclear whether the Park was 

accessible or not, giving rise to humor among the protesters who quickly launched a now defunct 
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website: http://www.geziparkistatus.com/ (Everywhere Taksim, 2013). Blocking Park access 

sometimes involved blocking off the whole neighborhood by diverting regular public transport 

and traffic routes (Milliyet, 2015). In other words, the rhythm of the city affected the practices of 

daily life, and this is how temporality differentiates itself from real time and produces a non-linear 

historicization.  

Another leading rhythm changer is social media, which plays a crucial role in temporality from 

the perspective of video activism. Similarly, in the unpredictable atmosphere of the protests, 

determining which facts to document and which images to disseminate have a crucial impact on 

the rhythm of the movements. In addition, images of the protests that are recorded and circulated 

play a vital role as reminders of previous events. I therefore argue that autonomous media archives 

can be integrated into history writing, since they contain born-digital materials from early twenty-

first century social movements and these materials provide historical continuity to the 

temporalities occurred during the protests. Hearing similar slogans recorded at different 

demonstrations, in different places and at different times, for instance, bridges past social struggles 

with current ones (G. Sağlam, personal communication, March 31, 2017). Thus, a present-day 

protest that reclaims the same words and expressions used by protesters at earlier demonstrations 

is linked to the social memory of relevant struggles. By this means, historical events that are 

considered temporal in nature start falling into a pattern in terms of history writing. As temporality 

challenges the chronology of “real” time, Dawson and Sykes position it among the essentials of 

storytelling: 

In focus on finalized (ordered) stories, a linear temporality is fixed in the narrative 

structure, whereas in the unfinalized (disordered) stories, non-linear modalities are evident 

in exploring quantum storytelling and adopting a Heideggerian lens for examining 

antenarrative forces in the interplay of microstoria and grand narrative. However, time, 

while central, is never fully unpacked, but resonates behind a broader notion of non-linear 

temporality (Dawson & Sykes, 2018, p. 6).  

Presently, publishing photos and videos on social media have become an ordinary part of daily 

life, and our intense engagement with cameras and documentation has strengthened the interaction 

between memory and audio-visual materials. We encounter personal memories—our own and 

http://www.geziparkistatus.com/
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those of others—daily on social media, which leach into social memory. Meanwhile, in the twenty-

first century, visual encounters on the internet have paved the way for public discussions by 

generating support in cases of human rights abuses and boosting solidarity in social struggles. In 

this conceptual framework, this study is situated within the field of memory studies and addresses 

the introduction of born-digital materials stored in autonomous archives to history writing; 

ultimately, it elaborates on the concept of archiveology. 

Research Questions 

This research study is designed on the basis of three primary keywords: urban, image, and archive. 

It thus has three sets of broad research questions. The first set deals with the anatomies of the 

Occupy movements in New York and Istanbul, with regards to the emergence of the Commons in 

neoliberal urban areas. How is the enclosure of the Commons discussed by scholars? What kinds 

of temporary commoning practices appeared in the Occupy movements in New York and Istanbul? 

How have temporary commoning practices emerged in Occupy movements influenced neoliberal 

urban politics? What does it mean to record early twenty-first century social movements? How 

can footage of the Commons contribute to the historical analysis of social causes?  

The second set of questions focuses on the concept of producing an image of the truth, essentially 

by elaborating on video activism and relevant practices. What are the characteristics of video 

activism? How does video activism apply across different settings and groups? How do video 

activists perceive the issue of security in the face of authoritarian regimes? Who owns an image; 

the person who captured it or the person who was filmed? What role does the image play in social 

movements? What kind of data can be obtained from footage? How can footage serve as a source 

of information in human rights and judicial prosecutions? How can activist videos contribute to 

social movements regarding knowledge production? How does temporality play a role in activist 

videos? How is the idea of filmmaking with raw material footage discussed by video activists? 

The third and final set concerns the reconfiguration of archiveology by including the discussion of 

autonomy in early twenty-first century social movements and collecting born-digital materials. 

What does it mean to document history in real time? What motivated grassroots archiving to 

emerge? What kinds of archiving practices emerged in the Occupy movements in New York and 

Istanbul? How were the materials from the Occupy movements collected in New York and 
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Istanbul? Where are the activist videos from the Occupy movements in New York and Istanbul 

located? What are the characteristics of autonomous archiving in different geographies as 

perceived by different groups? What are the obstacles to and challenges of autonomous media 

archives? How do online and offline archiving differ regarding public access to the materials? How 

do activist archivists perceive security in terms of archival materials? How is space, authority, 

authorship, and copyright reconfigured in autonomous archives? How can autonomous media 

archives contribute to history writing? What is the future imagination of autonomous archiving in 

the face of the enormous number of digital images produced?   

Method   

This research study employs the method of grounded theory. Bryant and Charmaz (2010) 

conceptualize studies that apply grounded theory as follows: 

[Grounded theory method (GTM)] is designed to encourage researchers’ persistent 

interaction with their data, while remaining constantly involved with their emerging 

analyses. Data collection and analysis proceed simultaneously, and each informs and 

streamlines the other. The GTM builds empirical checks into the analytic process and leads 

researchers to examine all possible theoretical explanations for their empirical findings. 

The iterative process of moving back and forth between empirical data and emerging 

analysis makes the collected data progressively more focused and the analysis successively 

more theoretical (Bryant & Charmaz, 2010, p. 1). 

GTM is differentiated from other qualitative research methodologies such as ethnology, case 

studies, generic inductive qualitative model (GIQM) by combining flexibility of data analysis and 

established research questions. For example, Jane C. Hood (2011) displays the research structure 

in GTM as followings:  

(1) Questions get at processes rather than “variance.” Process questions ask “how” rather 

than “whether or not,” or “how much” [Maxwell, 2005, pp. 74-75]. 

(2) Researchers normally move back and forth among data collection, data, analysis, study 

design and focus, and emerging theory. However, the GIQM allows for the use of existing 
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theory in developing one’s question as well as in interpreting results [Maxwell, 2005, pp. 

43-47]. 

(3) Samples are purposeful ones that allow theoretical (cross population) generalizations 

[Maxwell, 2005, pp. 115-116]. 

(4) Analysis of data begins with the first observation and continues as additional data are 

collected.  

(5) Researchers write copious memos of many sorts (concept maps, interpretive memos, 

research process memos) from the start of the project. 

(6) Coding focuses on themes and sometimes theoretical categories.  

(7) Data collection stops when additional cases no longer add new information [Hood, 

2010, p. 153]. 

Applying grounded theory made it possible to modify the study over the course of the research, 

especially during the fieldwork. For instance, the primary aim of the study had initially been to 

examine the archiving processes of different types of born-digital materials, such as websites and 

social media posts, including moving and still images; yet it was narrowed down to activist videos. 

There was a number of reasons for this; there were already models in existence, various ethical 

obstacles became clearer, and proposing a resource of knowledge.  

In terms of already existing models, there is presently the Internet Archive, and its search service 

the Wayback Machine,5 which is a major storage space for archiving websites. The Wayback 

Machine allows archivists to transfer all digital data—including metadata—as they are uploaded 

to the web storage on Internet Archives. Hence, owners of websites or blogs who decide to kill 

their domain link but wish to keep data available to the public can store their texts, photos, videos, 

audio recordings, etc. with this tool; in other words, there was already a model for archiving 

websites and blogs to compare the potential of autonomous media archives.  

 
5 See “Wayback Machine”: https://archive.org/web/  

https://archive.org/web/
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In terms of the ethical obstacles, archiving social media posts in particular is accompanied by the 

question “Does having a public account also mean that my content is public?” Entwined with this 

ethical issue is the matter of privacy issues, in the sense of the terms and conditions that we agree 

to when we sign up to a website. We all know that social media posts can be stored and analyzed, 

made into monitoring tools that companies use to “listen” to their customers as part of their 

marketing communication strategies. It is also a well-known fact that Facebook and Twitter collect 

user data, which they then share in exchange for economic value, again to serve the same marketing 

strategies. The ethical issue arises again with regards to sharing structure. When a user agrees on 

terms and conditions while signing up, the principal condition is accepting the storage, analysis, 

and dissemination of personal data in exchange for using the platform for free of charge. This can 

be read as freely given consent. Moreover, recent European Union internet laws and regulations 

enable users to be erased from social media platforms, which means the company has to delete all 

data on the user. When it comes to autonomous archiving, however, users have no control over 

archived data. Two potential solutions have been suggested to overcome this issue: anonymizing 

accounts and obtaining consent. Anonymizing accounts, however, raises the question of validity 

regarding news verification; from the aspect of history writing in particular, a series of anonymous 

statements would not be contributive. Meanwhile, obtaining consent from the user whose data will 

be archived brings with it a curatorship problem by posing the question of whose data is worth 

archiving. There is presently an initiative composed of tech developers, scholars, researchers, and 

activists from different institutions that is working on archiving social media content, called 

DocNow, 6 who have developed a tool specifically to do that.7  

Finally, footage has always been an effective tool in human rights struggles, especially as legal 

evidence. Video activism similarly claims various tools, such as recording, disseminating, 

duplicating, collecting, archiving, and screening as part of its methodology. In the age of the 

“digital revolution” where Facebook Live, Periscope, YouTube, Vimeo, Ustream, etc. have 

become essential platforms for producing and disseminating moving images of social movements, 

it seems vital to question the future of born-digital materials with regards to their content, given 

that data can potentially contribute to history writing.  

 
6 See “DocNow”: https://www.docnow.io/ (Accessed on October 12, 2018) 
7 See “DocNow Tool”: https://github.com/DocNow/docnow (Accessed on October 12, 2018) 

https://www.docnow.io/
https://github.com/DocNow/docnow
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Another fundamental methodological aspect of the present work is that it focuses on two case 

studies: Occupy Wall Street in New York and Occupy Gezi Park in Istanbul. The selection of 

Occupy Gezi Park was based on more than my original background; while being more familiar 

with Occupy Gezi Park proved very advantageous over the course of my research, the Occupy 

movement in Istanbul was worthy of investigation on the basis of a number of reasons. First, 

excessive police brutality during the protests resulted in numerous cases of injuries and deaths. 

Second, the protests were recorded and live-streamed on the internet by many, and data was 

compiled by an initiative founded by the protesters in the park. Third, the “Revolution Museum” 

established in the park clearly illustrated public interest in historicizing the movement, which 

brought with it issues related to collecting and archiving born-digital materials.  

As footage of the attacks were served in courtrooms as legal evidence by both the state and the 

protesters, recording social movements emerged as a key issue to be examined. I began to chase 

down activist videos from the Occupy Wall Street movement in autonomous archives in New 

York; since I was new in the field, I did not have any exact information to check. Ultimately, the 

selection of Occupy Wall Street (OWS) for this study was again, not a coincidence. First, the OWS 

Archiving Working Group had collected footage from the Media Working Group, as well as 

tangible materials such as flyers, banners, and posters left in Zuccotti Park during the protests. 

Second, the United States is a powerful information society, which goes beyond having the most 

recent innovations in communication technologies and is more related to the existence of local 

public libraries all around the country that engage in discussions related to history writing, such as 

documenting, collecting, archiving, preserving, and disseminating information through library 

collection policies. Third, the establishment of the 9/11 Digital Archive in the United States 

illustrated how born-digital materials can be integrated into museological practices. In fact, 

archiving born-digital materials has become relevant in terms of history writing in the States, as 

the Library of Congress decided to archive the tweets from the U.S. President’s Twitter handle.  

When it comes to history writing, Jürgen Kocka said “Frequently, historical comparisons are 

asymmetrical in the sense that they investigate one case carefully while limiting themselves to a 

mere sketch of the other case(s) which serve(s) as comparative reference point(s)” (Kocka, 1999, 

p. 40). On the basis of this understanding, Kocka then addressed the dangers and opportunities 
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inherent in asymmetrical comparison, which stems from interpreting modern German history in 

the sense of a Sonderweg (special path):  

In essence, the critical version of the Sonderweg thesis attempted to answer a fundamental 

question, namely: in the general crisis of the interwar period, why did Germany—unlike 

comparable countries in the West and North—turn to fascist and/or totalitarian perversion? 

(Kocka, 1999, p. 41). 

Indeed, his critique of the Sonderweg thesis is methodological: What was the “normal” path during 

the general crisis in the interwar period that could form a basis of comparison? Kocka answers this 

question as follows:   

If “normal” means “average” or “most frequent,” it is difficult to demonstrate that French, 

English, or American development represented “normality,” quite aside from the great 

differences among them which render their grouping as “Western” problematic. But 

understanding “normal” as “norm” implies a highly subjective value judgment and, beyond 

that, the danger of idealizing “the West” (Kocka, 1999, p. 44). 

In a similar vein, the present study takes a skeptical view of “normal” in the course of making 

comparisons. Rather than comparing two cases on the basis of what is “normal,” it strives to 

ascertain what is “normal” to each by elaborating on a series of key concepts related to archiving 

born-digital materials in the Occupy movements: a) the emergence of activist videos, b) the 

conceptualizations of video activism, and c) the reconfiguration of archival practices. To this end, 

certain issues—such as the history of video activism—had to be excluded from the study, and 

activist videos from the Occupy movements became a focal point. Moreover, because the study is 

built on oral resources, it represents how video activism is conceptualized by the activists engaged 

with the videos in these movements. The culture of libraries and archiving also differ in the two 

movements, which impacts memory and history writing; accordingly, some issues were addressed 

in greater detail in one of the case studies or the other.   

Ultimately, I designed a two-stage ethnographical field study based on grounded theory, consisting 

of an asymmetric comparison analysis of two cases. In the first stage, I visited New York and 

Istanbul to locate archives that contained born-digital materials from the Occupy movements, and 
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found these materials were primarily kept by autonomous initiatives. As I result, I established a 

framework that would include autonomous archives in the study. In the second stage, I conducted 

53 semi-structured interviews with activists, archivists, librarians, videographers, and scholars 

associated with selected archives. I also made copies of print and born-digital materials from the 

Occupy movements to use in the text as examples; especially ones that are available online.  

To collect data, I used in-depth interviews and participant observation; two of the core data 

collection methods in qualitative research. As Weiss (1994) has noted, survey questionnaires 

provide limited options for responses, and usually report merely the proportion of responses.  In 

contrast, in-depth interviews enable a fuller understanding of respondent experiences by 

“developing detailed descriptions,” “integrating multiple perspectives,” “describing process,” 

“developing holistic description,” “learning how events are interpreted,” “bridging 

intersubjectivities,” and “identifying variables and framing hypotheses for quantitative research” 

(Weiss, 1994, pp. 44-48). Undoubtedly, conducting in-depth interviews embodies certain risks, 

such as drifting away from the main issues and losing focus; thus, I used semi-structured 

interviews. I had a list of questions but could also develop new questions depending on the 

interviewee’s responses, which influenced the direction of the interviews. 

Additionally, to establish a sample, I used the snowball technique in line with Weiss: “If the people 

you want to interview are likely to know others like themselves, you can ask them for referrals. 

Then the referrals can provide still further referrals” (Weiss, 1994, p. 88). When the same names 

started to come up, sampling was completed.  

As the interviews conducted in relation to two different archives—Interference Archive in New 

York and bak.ma in Istanbul—the list of oral resource is composed of two different portraits of 

people engaged in early twenty-first century social movements: visual artists, archivists, librarians 

came to the fore in New York while videomakers, documentary filmmakers, video activists were 

more prominent in Istanbul; consequently, the collected data depicts numerous aspects of 

recording, collecting, storing, archiving, and disseminating born-digital materials from the Occupy 

movements.  

In the first stage of the fieldwork, I reached out to activists in the Occupy movements and 

conducted pre-interviews to obtain information about videos that remained from the movement. 
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Given that security was a considerable issue in the Occupy movements, it was crucial for me to be 

as clear and transparent as possible when introducing myself and the study. To this end, I benefited 

from gate openers, and also provided an online link to the study and myself, geared to potential 

respondents. Interference Archive and bak.ma were two major autonomous archives repeatedly 

mentioned during this stage. To initiate contact with Interference Archive, I attended the 

“Voluntary Training” meeting and introduced myself in person; my interview request was sent to 

administration via an archive member, and then I received an email of acceptance. In the case of 

bak.ma, I reached members via my personal contacts. In general, bak.ma members were open to 

talking and sincere in providing me with data, but sometimes seemed hesitant to explain certain 

issues. When I felt they self-censoring I offered to turn the recorder off, because I wanted to fully 

understand the process even if this meant I would not be able to use the information in the text; in 

such cases, I kept the information in my field memos. Some respondents generously gave me 

names when they spoke of internal conflicts, which I chose not to use, because I did not want 

speculative narratives to undermine what these groups had achieved. There were also a number of 

interviews that I did not refer to in the text, in part because the information provided was either a 

repetition of what had already been said, or outside the scope of the study—yet they did enable a 

broader understanding of the field. During the fieldwork, there were two questions that I was 

frequently asked: 1) Are/were you recording too? 2) How is the situation in New York/ Istanbul? 

While the first question suggests the respondents usually interested to provide data to likeminded 

people, the second implies both movements had knowledge of one another. 

Finally, given that political repression was a potential threat in both the United States and Turkey, 

security of the interviewees has always been questioned in seminars by the participants that I 

attended during this research. All respondents were asked to fill out a consent form before the 

presence interview and after the online interview that offered three options: a) I accept to be 

associated with my name, affiliation, voice, and picture; b) I accept only to be associated with my 

name, and affiliation; c) no, I want to be anonymous, please rename me in the transcript, and don’t 

share any part of my identifying information, such as my name, affiliation, voice, and picture. Of 

the respondents, two wished to remain anonymous, one wanted only their name and affiliation to 

be disclosed, and the rest provided written or oral consent for being associated with their name, 

affiliation, voice, and picture. On the other hand, anonymizing only names would not be sufficient 

to prevent identification as long as the interviewees’ affiliation is not anonymized, and it would 
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exclude institutional characteristics of the autonomous archives. Therefore, when it is permitted, I 

used the name of the interview-partners, as the anonymization question is more political than 

ethical. In this text, respondents are quoted with their first names and their affiliations which are 

listed in oral resources.  

Thesis Overview  

This study investigates how activist videos contribute to history writing in the context of early 

twenty-first century social movements, and has three empirical chapters focusing on three main 

keywords: urban in Chapter 2, image in Chapter 3, and archive in Chapter 4. Following this 

Introduction, the second chapter entitled “The Dialectic of the Commons in Early Twenty-first 

Century Social Movements” examines video recordings from the Occupy movements in New York 

and Istanbul through the emergence of the dialectic of commoning practices in the occupied 

milieus. It begins with a discussion of the Commons in the literature as addressed by two 

pioneering scholars in the field—Garrett Hardin and Elinor Ostrom—before moving on to 

reviewing OWS and Occupy Gezi Park through the lens of the Commons, highlighting the 

temporary emergence of commoning practices in neoliberal cities. The chapter ends by reflecting 

on the footage of the Commons from the Occupy movements in New York and Istanbul, and 

examining the documentation from perspective from developing social memory.  

Next, the third chapter entitled “Producing the Counter Image” analyzes the politics of the image 

in video activism. It first addresses the heterogenous culture of video activism by underscoring 

different approaches to recording early twenty-first century social movements, such as OWS and 

Occupy Gezi Park, and then examines the ethical dilemma raised by these recordings in terms of 

the security of the protesters and the question of anonymizing them. The chapter proceeds with an 

illustration of the diverse roles of footage playing as the image becomes an activist in and of itself, 

and ends with a visual ethnographical analysis of activist videos from OWS and Occupy Gezi Park 

with an objective of using born-digital materials as learning tools.  

The fourth and final empirical chapter, entitled “Autonomous Media Archives” concentrates on 

activist archiving practices related to archival born-digital materials from the Occupy movements 

in New York and Istanbul. It begins by examining the idea of grassroots archiving with the aim of 

documenting history in real time, then focuses on autonomous archiving practices that emerged 
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during OWS and Occupy Gezi Park by introducing Interference Archive and bak.ma, respectively. 

The chapter moves on to reconfiguring classical concepts in archiveology, such as authenticity-

authorship, collection policy-curatorship, storage-virtual space, and access-security, and ends by 

speculating on the future based on the present, primarily predicting the use of visual materials in 

autonomous archives on the basis of best- and worst-case scenarios.  

Finally, the Conclusion revisits the entire study. It begins with a reiteration of the main motivations 

of the study, and moves on to briefly discuss the findings and conclusions of each empirical 

chapter. The chapter also features a very brief asymmetric comparative analysis between 

Interference Archive and bak.ma in terms of their autonomous archiving practices, and 

summarizes a series of potential scenarios for the future on the basis of the present. To finish, it 

addresses the contributions of this research study to the field of social movements, visual 

ethnography, memory studies, and archiveology from a sociological standpoint.  
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The Dialectic of the Commons in Early Twenty-first Century Social 

Movements 

In Theses on the Philosophy of History, Walter Benjamin refers to Paul Klee’s painting Angelus 

Novus to introduce the ‘angel of history’: 

His face is turned toward the past. Where we perceive a chain of events, he sees one single 

catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet. 

The angel would like to stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what has been smashed. 

But a storm is blowing from Paradise; it has got caught in his wings with such violence 

that the angel can no longer close them. This storm irresistibly propels him into the future 

to which his back is turned, while the pile of debris before him grows skyward. This storm 

is what we call progress (Benjamin, 2007, p. 257).  

In Benjamin’s opinion, “[h]istory is the subject of a structure whose site is not homogeneous, 

empty time, but time filled by the presence of the now [Jetztzeit]” (Benjamin, 2007, p. 261). 

Accordingly, it is possible to argue that Angelus Novus comes from the future, seeking to 

conceptualize the past so as to understand the present. Indeed, the Benjaminian approach to history 

points to major differences between historicism and historical materialism: “Historicism gives the 

‘eternal’ image of the past; historical materialism supplies a unique experience with the past… 

Historicism rightly culminates in universal history… Materialistic historiography, on the other 

hand, is based on a constructive principle” (Benjamin, 2007, p. 262). The historical construction, 

nevertheless, is situated in the spoils carried along in the procession, which Benjamin calls cultural 

treasures:  

They owe their existence not only to the efforts of the great minds and talents who have 

created them, but also to the anonymous toil of their contemporaries. There is no document 

of civilization which is not at the same time a document of barbarism. And just as such a 

document is not free of barbarism, barbarism also taints the manner in which it was 

transmitted from one owner to another. A historical materialist, therefore, dissociates 

himself from it as far as possible. He regards it as his task to brush history against the grain 

(Benjamin, 2007, pp. 256-257).  
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In the case of recording early twenty-first century social movements, the Occupy videos that 

remain from New York and Istanbul represent not only historical documents of a moment in the 

past, but also reveal how social struggles can still be ongoing in the present. An Angelus Novus 

look at video recordings—in terms of a visual analysis of the past with a projection for the future—

can enrich social struggles by providing an analysis of their current circumstances. For instance, 

activist videos remaining from the Occupy movements in New York and Istanbul are generally 

perceived of as consisting of footage of police brutality. Indeed, an enormous number of images 

were recorded as footage of the Commons with the aim of documenting the temporary emergence 

of commoning practices in Occupy Wall Street and Occupy Gezi Park.  

According to Marxist theory, the enclosure of the Commons in the early seventeenth century marks 

the beginning of capitalism. In his famous book Capital, Marx notes that “The economic structure 

of capitalist society has grown out of the economic structure of feudal society. The dissolution of 

the latter set free the elements of the former” (Marx, 1887, p. 508). Marx defines the new socio-

economical structure as follows:  

The immediate producer, the laborer, could only dispose of his own person after he had 

ceased to be attached to the soil and ceased to be the slave, serf, or bondsman of another. 

To become a free seller of labor power, who carries his commodity wherever he finds a 

market, he must further have escaped from the regime of the guilds, their rules for 

apprentices and journeymen, and the impediments of their labor regulations. Hence, the 

historical movement which changes the producers into wage-workers, appears, on the one 

hand, as their emancipation from serfdom and from the fetters of the guilds, and this side 

alone exists for our bourgeois historians. However, on the other hand, these new freedmen 

became sellers of themselves only after they had been robbed of all their own means of 

production, and of all the guarantees of existence afforded by the old feudal arrangements. 

Moreover, the history of this, their expropriation, is written in the annals of mankind in 

letters of blood and fire (Marx, 1887, p. 508). 

However, the temporary emergence of the Commons in the Occupied milieu reveals that 

commoning practices are still maintained in neo-liberal urban areas. Similar to the Occupation 

days, these practices exist in certain neo-liberal urban neighborhoods in the form of public 
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libraries, community gardens, infirmaries, clothing and accommodation facilities, and community 

cooking, serving as the Commons for the community. Video recordings of early twenty-first 

century social movements make present-day commoning practices visible and challenge the thesis 

of the enclosure of the Commons.  

They challenge this thesis because the Occupy barricades were the anti-representation of the 

enclosure of the Commons, as the occupiers reclaimed the Commons within the barricades, which 

signified a grey area between capitalism and the Commons in neo-liberal urban areas. For instance, 

in New York, both the city government and the New York Police Department (NYPD) incessantly 

intervened in the occupiers’ restructuring of Zuccotti Park. As Jaime—a member of the Occupy 

Wall Street (OWS) People’s Library—recalls, they not only cut power in the park, but also did not 

allow books to be covered when it rained, claiming this was due to the possibility of hiding illegal 

things under the cover. Jaime affirms that none of the city authorities entered the park, opting to 

control the other side of the border. Standing close to the border increased the risk of getting 

arrested (J. Taylor, personal communication, November 22, 2016). 

Yet the occupiers did not completely avoid neoliberal urban economies either. The way images 

were produced and disseminated, for instance, was highly engaged with new neoliberal economies; 

namely, with e-commerce and social media. Supporters would order food, beverage, tents, 

blankets, books, clothes, cameras, laptops, etc. online, and have them delivered to the Occupied 

parks. Marisa—videomaker and member of both the OWS Facilitation Working Group and the 

OWS Media Working Group—recalls how they set up live streaming in Zuccotti Park with 

materials supplied by e-commerce operators: “We had a station. People come up, talking to a 

webcam, and tell their stories. And later we send kits; there were like 80 kits... We buy like parts 

on Amazon for $50 or something” (M. Holmes, personal communication, December 2, 2016). In 

addition to purchasing image production supplies on Amazon, protesters used the internet to send 

out messages. While social media platforms convert their users’ personal data into economic value 

and have become one of the major influencers of the neoliberal economies, the occupiers converted 

Facebook, Twitter, Vimeo, and YouTube into news outlets as they were free, easy to access, and 

the community was already there.  

To briefly recap, recordings of early twenty-first century social movements highlighted two 
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aspects of the Commons: a) its enclosure, as the protesters demanded economic welfare, right to 

housing, free access to education, public spaces, etc.; and b) the possibility of recreating it in neo-

liberal urban areas, as the protesters applied commoning practices. From this perspective, I propose 

to review recordings in early twenty-first century social movements as dialectical thinking, and 

activist videos as footage of the Commons, which serve to transmit the knowledge of commoning 

practices, and transform urban Commons into information Commons; more precisely, into learning 

Commons. According to Scott Bennett, “the information Commons and learning Commons are by 

far the most common names, but the words academic, collaboration, teaching, technology, and 

media often appear in names, along with or in the place of information and learning” (Bennett, 

2008, p. 183). Hence, as a synthesis in the dialectic of the Commons, footage of the Commons 

serves as a learning tool for future researchers by forming a part of the information Commons.  

On this background, this chapter aims to examine video recordings that remain from the Occupy 

movements in New York and Istanbul from the perspective of the emerging dialectic of the 

Commons in early twenty-first century social movements. In this framework, this chapter will first 

address the enclosure of the Commons, mainly by focusing on the discussion between Hardin and 

Ostrom, two significant scholars in the relevant literature, one is claiming the end of the Commons 

and the other is awarded with her theories of the Commons in neo-liberalism; second, it will review 

Occupy Wall Street and Occupy Gezi Park through the lens of Commons; and finally, reflect on 

Occupy recordings as they form historical materials and sources of information. 

The enclosure of the Commons  

According to Karl Marx, the enclosure of the Commons in England that began in the seventeenth 

century was the first hint of the emergence of a capitalist society (Rifkin, 2010, p. 66; De Angelis 

& Harvie, 2014, p. 281; Kocagöz, 2015, p. 30). As Angus notes, until the 1800s, the term “the 

Commons” referred to shared pastures, fields, forests, irrigation systems, and other resources in 

rural areas in England (Angus, 2008). In other words, having a field only for one’s self was 

considered the first phase of capital accumulation; this is called primitive accumulation in Marxist 

theory. “Primitive accumulation is for Marx, first and foremost, the ‘historical process of divorcing 

the producer from the means of production,’ transforming ‘the social means of subsistence and of 

production into capital’ and ‘the immediate producers into wage laborers’” (Glassman, 2006, p. 

610). On this basis, this chapter addresses the notion of the Commons by focusing mainly on how 
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it has been historically debated between Hardin and Ostrom, and their discussants, with the aim of 

providing a theoretical background to better understand the temporary emergence of the Commons 

in the Occupy movements in both New York and Istanbul. 

Jay Walljasper defines the Commons as “what we share” (Walljasper, 2010, p. 2), and in his 

opinion, today, people are trying to reclaim the idea of the Commons:  

Neighbors rising up to keep their library open, improve their park, or find new funding for 

public schools. Greens are fighting the draining of wetlands and the dumping of toxic waste 

in inner-city neighborhoods. Digital activists are providing access to the Internet in poor 

communities and challenging corporate plans to limit our right to information. Indigenous 

people are instilling their children with a sense of tradition and hope. Young social 

entrepreneurs and software engineers seeking new mechanisms for people to share ideas 

(Walljasper, 2010, p. 3).  

In his seminal work, The Tragedy of Commons, Garret Hardin approaches the concept from the 

perspective of freedom, and suggests picturing a pasture open to all with the objective of studying 

the economic rationality of a herdsman, where all herdsmen will be allowed to keep as many cattle 

as possible on the Commons:  

As a rational being, each herdsman seeks to maximize his gain. (...) Therein is the tragedy. 

Each man is locked into a system that compels him to increase his herd without limit—in 

a world that is limited. Ruin is the destination toward which all men rush, each pursuing 

his own best interest in a society that believes in the freedom of the Commons. Freedom in 

a Commons brings ruin to all (Hardin, 1968, p. 1244). 

The “tragedy” in Hardin’s approach refers to an unplanned and inevitable dramatic outcome of a 

character’s action. In other words, Hardin thinks that overusing the Commons will destroy it; and 

this is a tragedy not because it is sad, but because it is an inevitable consequence of the shared use 

of the pasture (Angus, 2008). 

The main objection to Hardin’s work lies in the subjectivization of the population. For instance, 

according to Angus, “Hardin did not describe the behavior of herdsmen in pre-capitalist farming 

communities—he described the behavior of capitalists operating in a capitalist economy. The 
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universal human nature that he claimed would always destroy common resources is the profit-

driven ‘grow or die’ behavior of corporations” (Angus, 2008). Indeed, Kocagöz affirms that 

“subjectivity is not something given a priori, but it is a production based on the conditions of 

becoming” (Kocagöz, 2015, p. 16). Consequently, beyond being a fact of history, subjectivity in 

the Commons is composed of “a possibility of different acts, relations, and encounters produced 

by singular beings” (Kocagöz, 2015, p. 16). Putting common interest ahead of personal profit in 

the Commons eventually brings us to Ostrom’s Nobel-awarded approach to it: The collaboration 

of local users and their definition of new regulations with the objective of having better governance 

of the Commons (Fırat, 2012)  

At this point, it is also important to highlight that the Commons cannot be simply reduced to a 

regulatory issue. Bollier affirms that “[g]overnment can provide useful assistance—laws, 

information, facilitation—but the Commons is more about people doing things for themselves, 

taking responsibility for their own resources directly as a community” (Bollier, 2010, p. 11). In a 

similar vein, Kocagöz conceptualizes the essential role of human beings in the Commons by 

differentiating between substantial ontology and relational ontology:  

The substantial ontology takes the individual as the methodological standpoint. In this way, 

the individual-society division is taken as a dichotomy a priori, and the individual is taken 

as an atom. I will call this understanding of the Commons the individualistic approach, 

which is based on the ‘individualistic ontology.’ In this ontology, the Commons are taken 

as entities. On the other hand, the relational ontology reduces the social into practices and 

relations in which we can only understand the individual and the social in terms of relations 

and practices. This ontology will provide a different understanding of the Commons that 

force us to think of the Commons as relations and practices of the commoners, who create, 

use or share the Commons, and who are thinkable only in their relationship with each other 

(Kocagöz, 2015, p. 13).   

Similarly, Ostrom defines common-pool resources as “more complex than the base theory of 

homogeneous appropriators taking one type of resource unit from a resource system that generates 

a predictable flow of units” (Ostrom, 2012, p. 3). In light of this theoretical background, it is 

essential to re-elaborate the characteristics of the Commons with the objective of better 
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understanding the objections to Hardin’s tragedy and Ostrom’s reformulation in terms of the 

governing the Commons.  

Indeed, the Commons originated in the Middle Ages.8 As Illich states “People called Commons 

that part of the environment which lay beyond their own thresholds and outside of their own 

possessions, to which, however, they had recognized claims of usage—not to produce 

commodities but to provide for the subsistence of their households” (Illich, 2010, p. 67). This 

description makes it is possible to identify the Commons on the basis of its three main 

characteristics: First, no competition in consumption; second, no exclusion from consumption; and 

third, limited count of goods to be consumed (Çetin, 2014, p. 1). It can also be said that Hardin’s 

tragedy finds its place in the complex structure of the entwined characteristics of the Commons.  

In this framework, competition means the amount of goods consumed by any single individual has 

a direct effect on the amount of goods consumed by others. According to Hardin, in the case of no 

competition and no exclusion, individuals seek to maximize their profit; this consequently brings 

an end to the Commons due to its limited pool of resources. It is at this point that Hardin discusses 

tragedy, by comparing the maximization of goods versus the population: 

Maximizing population does not maximize goods... We want the maximum good per 

person; but what is good?… Comparing one good with another is, we usually say, 

impossible because goods are incommensurable. Incommensurables cannot be compared... 

[B]ut in real life incommensurables are commensurable. Only a criterion of judgment and 

a system of weighting are needed. In nature, the criterion is survival (Hardin, 1968, p. 

1244). 

Ostrom’s objection to Hardin’s tragedy appears at this juncture, in terms of the free-rider problem:  

Whenever one person cannot be excluded from the benefits that others provide, each person 

is motivated not to contribute to the joint effort, but to free-ride on the efforts of others. If 

all participants choose to free-ride, the collective benefit will not be produced (Ostrom, 

1990, p. 6).  

 
8 See Figure 2: “Where to Find the Commons.”  
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Figure 2 Where to Find the Commons 

 

Source: Walljasper, Jay. All That We Share: A Field Guide to the Commons, Jay  Walljasper 

(ed.), The New Press, New York-London, 2010, p. 7-8 

 

  

Where to Find the Commons 

 Air and water 

 The Internet 

 Parks, libraries, streets & sidewalks 

 Our DNA 

 Blood banks, soup kitchen, twelve-

step groups, museums, non-profit 

organizations 

 Dance steps & fashion trends 

 Social Security, the National Weather 

Service, police protection & other 

essential services 

 Fishing & hunting 

 The airwaves (radio, television, cell 

phone) 

 Christmas, Halloween, Passover, 

Ramadan, Mardi Gras & all holiday 

traditions 

 Poker, hopscotch & soccer 

 Biodiversity 

 Taxpayer-funded medical & 

scientific research 

 Wikipedia 

 Robin Hood, Athena & the Little 

Mermaid 

 Sushi, pizza, tamales & family 

recipes 

 The jump shot, kimonos, 

bookkeeping systems & the Heimlich 

maneuver 

 Public education, public 

transportation & other public services 

 Open-source software 

 Jokes, fairy tales, slang & anecdotes 

 The oceans, Antarctica & outer space  

     



 49 

According to Kocagöz, “Departing from the ‘free-rider,’ Hardin’s solution becomes an 

institutional solution corresponding to an intervention of the market or the state. However, Ostrom 

proposes that the ‘solution’ is ‘neither the state nor the market’” (Kocagöz, 2015, p. 27).  

Additionally, Ostrom affirms that “the observer frequently wishes to invoke an image of helpless 

individuals caught in an inexorable process of destroying their own resources” (Ostrom, 1990, p. 

8). According to Kocagöz, the Commons is understood as common-pool resources because it is 

“strictly related with the understanding of design principles based on the individualistic tradition… 

This shows clearly that, in this understanding, the so-called tragedy arises because of the absence 

of a clear-cut property regime over the Commons” (Kocagöz, 2015, p. 27).  

To clarify “property-rights relations,” Berkes defines four major types of property regimes: open 

access, or “the absence of well-defined property rights;” private property, “in which an individual 

or corporation had the right to exclude others and to regulate us;” state property, where “rights to 

the resource are vested exclusively in government;” and finally, common property, “in which the 

resource was held by an identifiable community of users” (Berkes, 2009, p. 263). In the context of 

property rights, however, public goods could be confused with common goods. To clarify this 

potential confusion, Dowie reclaims the public-trust doctrine, which is “a legal principle stating 

that common resources such as water are to be held in trust by the state for the use and enjoyment 

of the general public rather than owned by private interests” (Dowie, 2010, p. 72). Hardt also 

proposes a new vision by reformulating the Commons as “neither the private property of capitalism 

nor the public property of socialism” (Hardt, 2010a, p. 346). Yet the case of non-ownership 

naturally recalls the notion of Hardin’s tragedy of the Commons, in line with the matter of living 

in a finite world (Hardin, 1968). The real question, then, is how to develop design principles that 

will enable common-pool resources to endure, rather than the extent of these resources.  

To this end, Ostrom examined the tragedy approach to the Commons on the basis of a series of 

case studies, and shed light on the origins of self-governed common-pool resources by formulating 

the attributes of two main elements of the field: the resource and the appropriators (Ostrom, 1990, 

p. 5).9 In this framework, Ostrom’s design principles for a self-governed Commons are as follows:  

  

 
9 See Figure 3: “Self-governed common-pool resources.”  
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Figure 3 Self-governed common-pool resources 

Source: Ostrom, Elinor. “Governing the Commons: The Evolution of Institutions for Collective 

Action”, Cambridge University Press, 1990, p. 5 

  

Attributes of the Resource: 

R1. Feasible improvement: Resource 

conditions are not at a point of 

deterioration such that it is useless to 

organize or so underutilized that little 

advantage results from organizing.  

R2. Indicators: Reliable and valid 

indicators of the condition of the resource 

system are frequently available at a 

relatively low cost.  

R3. Predictability: The flow of resource 

units is relatively predictable.  

R4. Spatial extern: The resource system is 

sufficiently small, given the transportation 

and communication technology in use, that 

appropriators can develop accurate 

knowledge of external boundaries and 

internal microenvironments. 

Attributes of the Appropriators: 

A1. Salience: Appropriators are dependant 

on the resource system for a major portion of 

their livelihood.  

A2. Common understanding: Appropriators 

have a shared image of how the resource 

system operates (attributes RI, 2, 3, and 4 

above) and how their actions affect each 

other and the resource system.  

A3. Low Discount rate: Appropriators use a 

sufficiently low discount rate in relation to 

future benefits to be achieved from the 

resource.  

A4. Trust and Reciprocity: Appropriators 

trust one another to keep promises and relate 

to one another with reciprocity.  

A5. Autonomy: Appropriators are able to 

determine access and harvesting rules 

without external authorities countermanding 

them.  

A6. Prior organizational experience and local 

leadership: Appropriators have learned at 

least minimal skills of organization and 

leadership through participation in other 

local associations or learning about ways that 

neighbouring groups have organized.  
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1. Define clear group boundaries. 

2. Match rules governing the use of common goods to local needs and conditions. 

3. Ensure that those affected by the rules can participate in modifying the rules. 

4. Make sure the rule-making rights of community members are respected by outside 

authorities. 

5. Develop a system, carried out by community members, for monitoring members’ 

behavior.  

6. Use graduated sanctions for rule violators. 

7. Provide accessible, low-cost means for dispute resolution. 

8. Build responsibility for governing the common resource in nested tiers from the lowest 

level up to the entire interconnected system (Ostrom, 2010, p. 22). 

Nevertheless, Ostrom’s model for designing the Commons still included unsolved challenges; for 

instance, “…two major theoretical questions relate to the effect of size and heterogeneity” 

(Ostrom, 1990, p. 12). Accordingly, Ostrom first examined the correlation between the number of 

participants and the sustainability of a self-governed Commons, on the basis of a series of case 

studies previously conducted, and concluded that while there was not a precise effect, there was a 

hypothesis that “group size has a curvilinear relationship to performance” (Ostrom, 1990, p. 13). 

Second, Ostrom focused on the diversity among group members, and noted, “[w]hen the interests 

of appropriators differ, achieving a self-governing solution to common-pool resource problems is 

particularly challenging” (Ostrom, 1990, p. 14).  

In the face of the challenge that arises from group size and the heterogeneity of the participants in 

the Commons, Ostrom highlights the importance of common understanding. In her opinion, it 

would be possible to overcome the lack of many attributes that are idealized in generating a self-

governed group and establish effective agreements if participants acknowledged the value of the 

benefits of a self-organized group, for a successfully maintained Commons relies on participant 

perceptions of expected benefits and prices, rather than having resources and appropriators that 

possess idealized attributes (Ostrom, 1990).  

This very brief look at the concept of the Commons revealed that according to Marxist theory, the 

enclosure of the Commons marks the emergence of capitalism, due to the restructuring of labor 
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power. Focusing on arguments by Hardin and Ostrom, it showed that the Commons still survives 

in various geographies in the present day, in different forms and diverse groups in terms of size 

and heterogeneity. Studies on early twenty-first century social movements similarly mostly 

highlight the size and heterogeneity of protester groups; it was mentioned, for instance, how large 

numbers of unlikely people could gather together without a hierarchal structure, or how socio-

political groups from differing political tendencies could unite for a common cause. In this context, 

it can be argued that the similarities between crucial concepts of early twenty-first century social 

movements and the Commons are not a coincidence. It can even be said that appropriators 

gathered together to defend their resources, which paved the way for the temporary emergence of 

the Commons.  

In the cases of the Occupy movements in New York in 2011 and in Istanbul in 2013, it was mainly 

urban areas governed by neoliberal economies that were bounded, and both Zuccotti Park and Gezi 

Park were converted into temporary areas for self-governing and commoning practices that were 

also integrated into and took advantage of neoliberal economies, such as e-commerce and social 

media platforms. In this sense, I argue that early twenty-first century social movements represent 

the antithesis of bringing an end to the Commons following the emergence of capitalism. As was 

observed both in New York and in Istanbul, today, the Commons can be reclaimed extensively at 

the societal level, not by avoiding society’s current socio-economic circumstances, but by adapting 

them in favor of social struggles. In this framework, the next chapter discusses this idea by focusing 

on Occupy Wall Street in New York in 2011 and Occupy Gezi Park in Istanbul in 2013, with the 

aim of illustrating the intertwined structure of the Commons and neoliberal economy politics.  

Occupy Barricades for Reclaiming the Commons  

Many claimed that enclosures are a mark of the commodification of lands. In this sense, “…land 

was no longer something that people belonged to, but rather a commodity that people possessed. 

Relationships were reorganized. Neighbors became employees or bosses. People began to view 

each other and everything around them in financial terms” (Rifkin, 2010, p. 66). In other words, 

enclosures paved the way for the emergence of new modes of production and new relationships 

with labor.  

David Harvey, in his book entitled The New Imperialism, reconfigures the Marxist notion of 
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primitive accumulation as accumulation by dispossession, with the objective of understanding new 

enclosures, particularly in the age of neoliberalism:  

In the case of primitive accumulation, as Marx described it, this entailed taking land, say, 

enclosing it, and expelling a resident population to create a landless proletariat, and then 

releasing the land into the privatized mainstream of capital accumulation. Privatization (of 

social housing, telecommunications, transportation, water, etc. in Britain, for example) has, 

in recent years, opened up vast fields for over-accumulated capital to seize upon (Harvey, 

2003, p. 149).  

In this regard, Harvey interprets the occupation of Zuccotti Park as converting a public space into 

a political one, with the objective of initiating dialogue. What he points out is not the common 

usage of the park, but developing a common purpose in it (Tan, 2013). Additionally, Walljasper 

claims that public spaces “are the most easily recognizable example of the Commons—and provide 

the metaphor for the idea of what we share together” (Walljasper, 2010, p. 128). Accordingly, it 

could be argued that during the Occupation, Zuccotti Park was occupied as a public space where 

people shared both tangible and intangible materials, with the objective of developing a common 

purpose in their social struggle for elementary resources such as housing, food, water, electricity, 

transportation, education, work, etc.  Hence, barricades in early twenty-first century social 

movements may be considered enclosures that launched commoning practices, given that the term 

“enclosure of the Commons” has been détourned by social movements and paraphrased as 

“enclosure for the Commons.” As was also seen in Occupy Gezi Park in Istanbul, I argue that the 

Occupy barricades in the two cities not only represent the antithesis of the end of the Commons, 

but also display the reclaiming the Commons in a particular urban area governed by neoliberal 

economy politics. As Harvey affirms, “if you want to save some things from being taken over by 

capital you have to enclose them” (Tan, 2013). In this framework, this chapter focuses, first on the 

story of Occupy Wall Street in New York, and then on Occupy Gezi Park in Istanbul. It aims to 

convey the general sense of the idea of enclosing public spaces with the objective of freeing them 

from capitalist exchange; not by neglecting neoliberal economic facts, but by transforming them.  

#OccupyWallStreet: “People Over Profit” 

On September 17, 2011, a group of people gathered at Liberty Plaza, also known as Zuccotti Park:  
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Inspired by the Arab Spring and uprisings in Europe, sparked by a challenge from 

Adbusters magazine to show up at Wall Street on September 17 and “bring a tent,” and 

encouraged by veteran New York activists, a few thousand people gathered in the financial 

district of New York City. At the end of the day, some of them set up camp in Zuccotti 

Park and started what became a national—and now international—movement (Van Gelder, 

2011, p. 1). 

It could be said that the power of calling thousands of people out to direct action in the streets lies 

in the main slogan of the movement: “We Are the 99 Percent.” The slogan reflects “[t]he simplicity 

of the idea that 1 percent of the population control its wealth made it easy to both adopt and adapt 

it in new contexts as it circulated through networks of ideas and association” (Meikle, 2015: 378-

379). The movement spread very quickly, first on social media and then other media. 

As has been widely discussed in the context of early twenty-first century social movements, OWS 

was based on horizontal power and sought to reach consensus among its participants, as a result 

of which the protesters established the General Assembly to achieve direct democracy. The first 

General Assembly was held on August 2, 2011. As Sean Captain noted: 

[M]ost came from New Yorkers Against Budget Cuts, a city group that stands exactly for 

what the name suggests. Many were members of DC37, the biggest city employee union. 

Homeless advocates were on hand. The first five speakers were African American or 

Latino (Captain, 2011).  

Weekly meetings of the General Assembly continued through September 17th in different districts 

of Wall Street. Following the Occupation, meetings were held every day in the park. In a document 

published by the NYC Metropolitan Anarchist Coordinating Council (MACC) that defined the 

structure of OWS and its essential elements, the General Assembly was described as follows:  

The General Assembly is a gathering of people committed to making decisions based upon 

a collective agreement or “consensus.” There is no single leader, or governing body of the 

General Assembly everyone’s voice is equal. Anyone is free to propose an idea or express 

an opinion as part of the General Assembly. Each proposal follows the same basic format 

an individual shares what is being proposed, why it is being proposed, and, if there is 
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enough agreement, how it can be carried out. The Assembly will express its opinion for 

each proposal through a series of hand gestures… If there is a positive consensus for a 

proposal meaning no outright opposition, then it is accepted, and the direct action begins. 

If there is no consensus, the responsible group or individual is asked to revise the proposal 

and submit again at the following General Assembly until a majority consensus is achieved 

(NYC Metropolitan Anarchist Coordinating Council, 2011).   

OWS Facilitators Group member Marina Sitrin also noted that very quickly, 

…the level of organization in the plaza became much more sophisticated, with the few 

working groups that existed at the time of the Occupation multiplying into dozens, from 

medical, legal, and food, to sanitation, safer spaces, and an elaborate library, to education, 

press, mediation, and conflict resolutions (Sitrin, 2011, pp. 28-29).  

For the working groups, being recognized by the General Assembly meant that their work would 

be acknowledged as being a part of the Occupation, and they would have a budget. OWS Archives 

Working Group co-founder Amy Roberts recalls their experiences as follows:  

I mean in Occupy everything was all voluntary. My way looking at it is, we started this 

working group, and we were recognized by the General Assembly. So, we have been given 

the way to do that work. We are expected to do that work. If a lot of other people have been 

doing archiving, then I would have said OK. We should not step back, or we should find 

another way of doing this. But I saw, I was like OK, we agree to do this (A. Roberts, 

personal communication, October 11, 2016). 

Since the police did not allow amplified sound, the idea of the People’s Mic was developed, “where 

people speak in short phrases and the group repeats them so all can hear” (Sitrin, 2011, p. 30). 

Another alternative method used in mass communication in the park was hand gestures. As 

illustrated in the flyer published by the OWS General Assembly, “[t]here are four basic hand 

gestures used during the General Assembly to express an opinion. These are used to ensure 

everyone’s voice is heard, and every opinion is respected” (NYC General Assembly, 2011b).10 

 
10 See Figure 4: NYC General Assembly – Hand Gestures. 
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Figure 4 NYC General Assembly – Hand Gestures 

 
 
Source: Interference Archive 
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A discussion of the OWS planning period is equally important, as it provides insight into the 

temporality of the OWS. Actions held in the city prior to September 17th offer hints for the 

upcoming days, and also shed light on the sudden appearance of the occupation. On September 1st, 

for instance, Jeremy Bold and his associates—called the Arts and Culture Committee back then 

and the OWS Arts and Culture Working Group after the occupation started—decided to test the 

idea of an occupation. A group of people gathered together at the statue of George Washington 

near Wall Street; they played music, performed poetry, and gave speeches. The idea was to see 

whether it was possible to spend the night, sleeping on New York sidewalks, without having 

secured permission (J. Bold, personal communication, December 10, 2016). Eventually, as Sean 

Captain notes: 

Court ruling or no, nine were arrested. Eight had been released the same day with a 

summons. A ninth stayed 24 hours and went before a judge, who threw the case out. The 

arrests became a top story on the Huffington Post, thanks in part to the HD video they shot 

of the incident (Captain, 2011). 

After holding a series of planning meetings on the structure of the General Assembly, training and 

improvising first-aid kits against possible police attacks in the form of pepper spray, batons, or 

shoving people to the ground, the day arrived: Saturday, September 17, 2011. The NYPD was 

ready as well. “Police Department chief spokesman Paul. J. Browne told the New York Times, ‘No 

permits had been sought for the demonstration, but plans for it were well known publicly.’ 

(Organizers suspected that their planning meetings had been infiltrated by police informants)” 

(Writers for the 99%, 2012, pp. 15-16). Additionally, “Saturday morning the city shut down 

sections of Wall Street near the New York Stock Exchange and Federal Hall. By 10:00 a.m. metal 

barricades manned by police officers ringed the blocks of Wall Street between Broadway and 

Williams Street” (Writers for the 99%, 2012, p. 16).  

In the face of the police barricade, protesters were asked to join the General Assembly to discuss 

whether they were going to occupy or not. Protesters were oriented through the map produced by 

the Tactical Committee, on which seven possible locations for a General Assembly meeting were 

marked. “At around noon a group, tired of talk, broke off from the GA and began to march around 

the square, chanting and urging others to join” (Writers for the 99%, 2012, p. 19). The original 
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target was Chase Manhattan Plaza, but since the area was under police protection the group headed 

to Zuccotti Park, which was Plan B (Writers for the 99%, 2012, p. 206), and consequently, the 

occupation of Zuccotti Park, which lasted through November 15th, began.  

The OWS quickly formed the New York City General Assembly, and proceeded to compile the 

occupiers’ requests. Eventually, a booklet called The Declaration of the Occupation of New York 

City was published by the Sparrow Project,11 which clearly illustrated the socio-economic and 

political origins of the 99% movement, including:   

• They have taken our houses through an illegal foreclosure process, despite not having 

the original mortgage.  

• They have taken bailouts from taxpayers with impunity, and continue to give 

executives exorbitant bonuses.  

• They have held students hostage with tens of thousands of dollars of education debt.  

• They control the media, and use it to misinform and manipulate the public (The NYC 

GA, 2011a, p. 8).12   

The declaration was described by its publishers as “a living document that is constantly growing 

and changing with time;” later, a second edition—an enlarged version with more texts and 

photos—was published. While the occupiers held General Assembly in line with a model of 

consensus-based decision-making and published a common declaration, the OWS site transformed 

into a small village. Specific working groups were established to address matters related to 

accommodations, the kitchen, sanitation, media, the infirmary, the library, archives, etc. 

Meanwhile, the NYC General Assembly started to receive both cash and in-kind donations in the 

form of supplies, such as tents, blankets, clothes, books, cameras, medicine, food, beverages, etc. 

In the area bounded by the barricades, capitalist exchange was demolished, and every participant 

could meet their needs for free. Eventually, as seen on the NYC GA flyer, a new map was drawn 

for Liberty Plaza, also known as Zuccotti Park (The NYC GA, 2011b).13  

 
11 See The Declaration of the Occupation of New York City: https://www.sparrowmedia.net/declaration/ 

(Accessed November 11, 2018).  
12 See “Occupy Wall Street Kickstarter Video” [Video]: https://vimeo.com/32069003. (Accessed November 11, 

2018)  
13 See Figure 5: “Map of activities at Liberty Plaza.”  

https://www.sparrowmedia.net/declaration/
https://vimeo.com/32069003
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Figure 5 Map of activities at Liberty Plaza 

 
Source: Interference Archive  
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Moreover, the OWS organized its own press in addition to various online platforms that included 

blogs, social media accounts, and live streaming channels, called the OWS Journal. The OWS 

Journal put out a call to visualize the movement and decided to publish a special issue of the 

Occupy posters. One of them, by Josh MacPhee, succinctly summarized the underlying ideology 

of the OWS with a tagline that read “Commons, Not Capitalism.”14 OWS was a group of people 

who reclaimed the Commons in a financial district of a city governed by neoliberal economic 

policies, with the aim of protecting their shared resources. It was a horizontal and self-governed 

movement, aiming to amplify everyone’s voices, first through the NYC General Assembly, and 

later, Spokes Council. For 60 days, it changed the rhythm of the city. The print materials that 

survived from OWS display the ways in which a public space can be converted into a joint space 

through various activities such as artistic performances, film screenings, yoga classes, concerts, 

public speeches, etc. OWS also changed the daily rhythm of the city dwellers. Even if they did not 

camp in the park, many New Yorkers chose to visit it to have lunch, spend time after work, or chill 

out with friends.  

What had the most impact on changing the rhythm at OWS, however, was police interference and 

attacks on the occupiers. For instance, on September 24th, “[d]uring an OWS march near Union 

Square in Manhattan, Deputy Inspector Anthony Bologna pepper-sprayed female protesters who 

were corralled behind orange mesh netting by other police officers” (Writers for the 99%, 2012, 

p. 207). Another striking example occurred on October 1st, “[o]ver a thousand protesters marched 

over the Brooklyn Bridge, blocking traffic and resulting in roughly 700 arrests” (Writers for the 

99%, 2012, p. 207). Although the NYPD aimed to hold back the occupiers, almost every attack 

led to larger crowds after footage of the events went viral on the internet, and the movement 

received more attention from mainstream media.    

Even though the park was evicted on November 1st, this was not enough to end the movement, for 

it had spread across the country (Occupy Oakland, Occupy LA, Occupy Davis [California], 

Occupy DC, etc.), and for a while, the NYC General Assembly continued to occasionally organize 

actions such as marches, protests, and strikes. The main problem was the chaos during the 

meetings. Some believed there were individuals who wanted to sabotage OWS by starting a   

 
14 See Figure 6: “OWS Journal Special Issue by Occuprint-Artist, Josh MacPhee” 
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Figure 6 OWS Journal Special Issue by Occuprint-Artist, Josh MacPhee 

 
Source: http://occuprint.org/Posters/CommonsNotCapitalism  

(Accessed on November 11, 2018) 

 

  

http://occuprint.org/Posters/CommonsNotCapitalism
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discussion or even a fight on purpose. Amy Roberts recalls the end of OWS as follows:  

Spokes Council and General Assembly continued basically until late March. But it was just 

dysfunctional. I mean, the Spokes Council was actually worse than the General Assembly. 

But they were highly dysfunctional. We met three or four times a week, it was still... And 

a lot of people felt… Because it was infiltrated. These people were coming to disrupt the 

meetings. Nobody knew what their motivations were. It is hard to say (A. Roberts, October 

11, 2016). 

Among all the discussions, one of the hottest topics was the disappearance of Adbusters after 

putting out the action. Today, there is not a single post related to OWS on their webpage. Yet one 

way or another, they brought the U.S. into the wave of the early twenty-first century social 

movements that were inspired by the Arab Spring. As Marisa mentions, some of the occupiers in 

New York, including herself, were following the Arab Spring and also the 15-M Occupy 

movement in Madrid (Marisa, 2016). Undoubtedly, these movements were all observed in Turkey 

as well, and inspired the massive uprising in June 2013 that was dubbed Occupy Gezi Park. The 

next section will elaborate the story of this movement from the perspective of reclaiming the 

Commons, similar to OWS in New York.  

#OccupyGeziPark: “Neither Shopping Mall nor Artillery Barracks”  

In Istanbul, at Taksim Square, it was the night that connects May 27th to May 28th in 2013. 

Journalist Ahmet Saymadı tweeted “[d]ippers and [bull]dozers are trying to enter Gezi Park to 

destroy, from the side of the Divan Hotel. We are calling everyone to stand against the destruction” 

(Saymadı, 2013a).  

Saymadı defines that night as “Midnight Defense of Taksim Gezi” and describes it as follows:  

In the part of Gezi Park facing the Divan Hotel, in Asker Ocağı Street, a dozer started to 

demolish in the park. Members of the Taksim Solidarity (Taksim Dayanışması) were 

having their meeting at a tea garden in the park, and when they saw the machine working, 

they tried to prevent the demolition. The demolition team said that their work is irrelevant 

to the park, and they argue that they only widened the way. Then, an associate member 

said, “There is no such a thing in the project.” After the Association announced the 
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destruction through social media and invited people to the park, the individuals who are 

living close to the park came to the park. The crowd at the park forced dozers to leave the 

area (Saymadı, 2013b).  

Unlike OWS, the Occupy Gezi Park movement had no time to plan, but it did not suddenly erupt, 

either. Since June 2011, a number of protests had been organized not only in Istanbul but other 

places in Turkey, against gentrification, human rights violations, women’s rights abuses, 

discrimination, and especially the destruction of Gezi Park:  

In June of 2011, Prime Minister Tayyip Erdoğan and Mayor of Istanbul, Kadir Topbaş 

announced the Taksim Square Pedestrianization Project to the public with big enthusiasm, 

in a press conference right before the elections. According to the project, Taksim Square 

will be entirely pedestrianized by taking off the vehicle which Gümüşsuyu, Sıraselviler, 

Mete, Tarlabaşı, and Cumhuriyet Streets can be named. Only available source of 

information about the project is the video that was distributed to the press, which causes 

many speculations, about the specifics. In the video above, it is seen that there will be even 

smaller pedestrian – According to the proposal, all of the trees, benches and children’s 

playground will be removed. This huge intervention made on Taksim Square, which is 

virtually the heart of the city, alarmed many NGOs and platforms since, at any moment of 

this process, none of the citizens were consulted (Architecture for All, 2012). 

Afterward, it was also confirmed that the green area in Gezi Park would be demolished to build an 

Artillery Barracks, a reproduction of an old historical building in the city that had been constructed 

in 1780 and torn down in 1940. It was also said that the building would serve as a shopping mall. 

It must be noted that details about the Taksim Pedestrianization Project and plans to construct a 

building in Gezi Park were never released in writing. The Istanbul Metropolitan City Municipality 

only produced two videos to announce the project (Emre, 2017);15 the second video, published in 

February 2012, provided updated and more detailed information about it (Merdim Yılmaz, 2012).  

Between June 2011 and May 2013, a series of workshops, protests, petition campaigns, and public 

gatherings were held at Gezi Park. Gentrification projects in the Taksim area in particular had been 

 
15 See “Taksim Yayalaştırma Projesi Animasyon Filmi (Taksim Pedestrian Project Animation Film) [Video]: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7Pgy52l33ro (Accessed November 11, 2018) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7Pgy52l33ro
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a charged topic since the early 2000s. For example, protests against the urban renewal of a 

historical movie theatre in Beyoğlu, Emek Cinema (Emek Sineması) had been an ongoing since 

March 2010 (Emek Sineması, 2010). In this atmosphere, the main objection was to the top-down 

urban government model. For instance, Architecture for All (Herkes için Mimarlık) organized the 

Gezi Park Festivals, to compile people’s views on the different ways of uses of Gezi Park.16 

Meanwhile, a legal process was also initiated and on December 4, 2012, Taksim Solidarity (Taksim 

Dayanışması), a group composed of about 80 civil society organizations—submitted a petition 

signed by nearly 50,000 people to the Istanbul Cultural and Natural Heritage Preservation Board 

No. 2, with the aim of blocking the execution of the pedestrianization project (Kurultay, 2013). 

Yet no amount of such efforts succeeded in halting the plans to demolish the park and construct a 

shopping mall in its place.  

Figure 7‘The Gezi Park Festivals’ 

 

Source: http://herkesicinmimarlik.org/calismalar/geleneksel-gezi-parki-senlikleri/ 
(Accessed on November 11, 2018)  
  

 
16 See Figure 7: “The Gezi Park Festivals organized by Architecture for All (Herkes için Mimarlık)”  

http://herkesicinmimarlik.org/calismalar/geleneksel-gezi-parki-senlikleri/
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Following several clashes between the protesters and the police, Gezi Park was occupied between 

June 1st and June 15th, when the protesters were evicted. Meanwhile, the movement gained support 

from other cities, and new occupied public spaces started to appear across Turkey. Gezi Park was 

converted into a joint space that had a kitchen, infirmary, library, community gardens, etc. Similar 

to OWS, monetary exchange was abolished during Occupy Gezi Park, and all basic necessities, 

such as food and beverages, were distributed for free.   

Once Gezi Park was occupied, a series of public forums were held under the facilitation of Taksim 

Solidarity, modeled on horizontal government and consensus-based decision-making. As was the 

case during OWS, sign language gestures were used for making common decisions. Naturally, 

various mottos emerged about the demands of the movement. “It is not about 3 or 5 trees, haven’t 

you got it yet?” might be the best example that summarizes the demands released by Taksim 

Solidarity and presented to the Prime Ministry: 

• Taksim Gezi Park will not be re-developed under the name of Artillery Barracks or 

any other project; an official statement on the cancellation of the current project is 

made; the attempts to demolish Ataturk Cultural Centre stop,  

• Every responsible agent for the thousands of injured people and two deaths, starting  

with the Governors and the Police Chiefs of Istanbul, Ankara and Hatay and 

everyone who prevented the use of the most basic democratic rights of the people; 

who gave orders for violent repression, enforced or implemented these orders are 

dismissed from their posts, 

• The use of tear gas bombs and other similar materials is prohibited, 

• Detained citizens who attended the resistance across the country are immediately 

released and an official statement which declares that there will not be any 

investigation about them, 

• Starting with Taksim and Kizilay squares, all the meeting and demonstration bans 

effecting all of our squares and public areas, and all the de facto blockings are 

abolished and stopped, and barriers to freedom of expression are removed (Taksim 

Solidarity, 2013).  

Among the various commoning practices that emerged during Occupy Gezi Park, community 
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gardens directly addressed the survival of the Commons in neoliberal urban areas. The fruit and 

vegetables planted in the spaces left by the trees that had been uprooted on the first day (Kural, 

2013) highlight the reclaiming of common spaces by Occupy Gezi Park. The occupation also 

became a stage for cultural and arts events, including theatre, dance, poetry, music, etc.  

Occupy Gezi Park also had to deal with censorship from the mass media, and thus developed its 

own communication channels; Gezi News (Gezi Postası) was one of them;17 its final issue, issue 

number 14, was published on July 29, 2013. The paper covered news not only from Gezi Park, but 

also provided information on other urban commoning practices such as the Yedikule Gardens 

(Yedikule Bostanları).  

The new social habitat at Occupy Gezi Park soon paved the way for producing maps of the new 

settlement in the area.18 In contrast to OWS, social and political groups involved with Occupy Gezi 

Park were specifically marked on the maps, which might reflect a desire to emphasize the 

composite political structure of the movement. Also, the memorial of the protesters who were shot 

and died during the movement was another striking construction in Gezi Park. From the very 

beginning, the occupy movement witnessed violent police attacks; as was the case in OWS, reports 

and a large number of interviews, papers, articles, and books on Occupy Gezi Park affirm that “the 

police brutality was the turning point for half of the protesters” (KONDA, 2014, p. 20).  

Ultimately, Occupy Gezi Park shared a fate similar to OWS and protesters were evicted from the 

park on June 14th; yet ascertaining when the movement actually ended was not really possible for 

a number of reasons. For one, there were attempts to revive the movement in just a couple of 

weeks; also, its duration changed from city to city in Turkey. Moreover, the occupation inspired 

neighborhood assemblies across the city and the country, and some of them kept working, albeit 

irregularly. Another reason is that people had been heavily wounded or killed in clashes with the 

police, and protests took place to commemorate them on the days of their deaths, funerals, or court 

cases. Finally, protesters also mobilized on the anniversary of Occupy Gezi Park. In this sense, the 

temporality of early twenty-first century social movements always stays in question; they can 

occur-disappear-reappear at any moment in time, with no way of predicting them.  

 
17 See “Gezi Postası”: http://gazetegezipostasi.blogspot.com/ (Accessed December 14, 2017)  
18 See Figure 8: “Maps of the Occupy Gezi Park.”  

http://gazetegezipostasi.blogspot.com/
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Figure 8 Maps of the Occupy Gezi Park 

 
Source: https://sinialo.espiv.net/gezi-commune/ (Accessed on November 11, 2018) 
 

 

https://sinialo.espiv.net/gezi-commune/


 68 

In addition to the national response, reactions to excessive police violence that spread across 

Turkey also received international attention, both during and after Occupy Gezi Park. Emigrants 

from Turkey organized a series of demonstrations in their new countries of residence with the 

participation of local people. For instance, two years after OWS ended, Zuccotti Park was the site 

of protests in support of Occupy Gezi Park.19 Hosting pro-Occupy Gezi Park protests at Zuccotti 

Park two years after OWS is significant in a way that goes beyond the globalization of uprisings. 

The protests might have reminded New Yorkers of OWS, for instance, and made them recall the 

days of the occupation, perhaps even lead to exchanging experiences. Indeed, massive gatherings 

of different nationalities and ethnicities showcase the world in a single city. In early twenty-first 

century social movements, a local occupation movement caused by global facts such as urban 

economy politics or human rights violations is often seen to garner a global response in the form 

of organized protests in different cities and countries, in addition to the where it originated. The 

death of Berkin Elvan, a 14-year-old boy hit by a tear gas canister during the occupation days in 

Istanbul, for instance, was reminiscent of 16-year-old Alexandros Grigoropoulos, shot by Greek 

police in Athens in 2008. In Athens, “Berkin is My Brother” and in Istanbul, “Alexis is My 

Brother” posters and murals lined the streets following Berkin’s death.  

The occupation of New York and Istanbul lasted 60 days and 15 days, respectively, and social 

media played a crucial role in determining the rhythm of the movements. Footage of human rights 

abuses and witness records generate intense interest, and the temporality of early twenty-first 

century social movements urges participants to document the new social habitat created in the 

occupied areas. Today, enormous amounts of footage remain from the Occupy movements that are 

available on YouTube, Vimeo, Facebook, and Twitter. Indeed, the use of social media illustrates 

the integration of the movements with neoliberal economy politics and reclaiming information 

Commons in the face of mass media censorship and the privatization of news outlets. In this 

framework, the next section discusses the idea that the Occupy footage serves as a synthesis of the 

enclosure of the Commons and the temporary emergence of the Commons in the Occupy 

movements by examining recordings that remain from OWS and Occupy Gezi Park.    

 
19 See “Protest in Zuccotti Park, NYC Action Group with Occupy Gezi Parki Istanbul Turkey” [Video]: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GacnN7JCunY (Accessed November 11, 2018)  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GacnN7JCunY


 69 

Footage of the Commons    

The documentation of early twenty-first century social movements is very often perceived as 

recordings only of police violence and human rights abuses. For instance, a young woman 

protester, in one of the Occupy Gezi Park videos,20 reminds us of the importance of documentation 

as follows:  

I want only one thing. If you are part of a social resistance, if you are trying to express 

yourself, you have many channels but zero support. If that is the case for you, be your own 

support, broadcast yourself. Don’t lose your videos, don’t lose your voice recordings, hold 

on to everything you collected. And in five to ten days or in a week or month, files will be 

charged. Pay attention to that! (Herkes için Haber Ajansı, 2013). 

The young woman in the video highlighted the importance of documenting police brutality. It was 

similar in 2011, in New York. “Witness,” —a New York-based NGO focusing on human rights—

produced a series of education videos with the aim of informing the OWS protesters about how to 

film police misconduct (Y. Ng, personal communication, October 6, 2016). Additionally, in one 

OWS video,21 Chris Michael—working at Witness—holds a small workshop on recording video 

as evidence:  

For twenty years we [Witness] trained human rights defenders how to use video for 

advocacy work… But the process of what we are seeing with the Occupy movement and 

police brutality, it is very intentional at this point it seems. And there is a lot of cameras 

out there. And some of the gaps in what’s coming from multimedia is the lack of 

evidentiary footage. So, I want to talk about what is essential in terms of when we are using 

video to get as evidence ideally to hold accountable police misconduct, behavior, abuse, 

etc. (New York Raw Videos, 2011).  

Video documentation of police violence—what we often see in circulation on social media—is 

barely the tip of the iceberg, while footage remaining from the Occupy movements in New York 

 
20 See “Gezi Parkı’nda Serbest Kürsü / Speaker’s Corner in Gezi Park” [Video]: 

https://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=p_iBrhBPbKs (Accessed January 25, 2018) 
21 See “How to Film & Document Police Misconduct at Occupy Wall St and elsewhere” [Video]: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-kro3z79nxI (Accessed November 11, 2018)  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p_iBrhBPbKs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-kro3z79nxI
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and Istanbul present far more than just incidences of brutality. Some videos are composed of 

images displaying the commoning practices of the occupiers, such as the creation of the infirmary, 

library, kitchen, garden, energy bike, assembly, sanitation, etc. Indeed, documenting new social 

habitats created in the occupied areas is equally important, to capture the disobedient atmosphere 

developed through commoning practices. In addition to its essential role as legal evidence, 

documentation is also a tool for developing a social memory of the occupation. As Ristau and 

Bradley affirm, vivid memories of the occupation can provide new opportunities to maintain focus 

on social struggles as they mobilize the masses:  

To explore the potential of Commons paradigm means not just formulating politics and 

programs but excavating our feelings and recollections. Remembering is the first step in 

locating missing information that we can use to discover a new story about how we can 

live and thrive. As is often said, we cannot return to the past, but we can appropriate it, 

recover it, and use it to shape a new direction for the future (Ristau and Bradley, 2010, p. 

33). 

Documenting “daily life” in the occupied areas was crucial for several reasons: it was the primary 

source of information about the movement’s demands; it was a way to overcome potential fake 

news or manipulation of the movement; it captured the movement’s protest culture, making it 

possible to transmit knowledge to future generations; and it preserved the new urban façades that 

are always threatened by temporality. In this framework, I argue that the Occupy videos remaining 

from the Occupy movements in New York and in Istanbul convey a synthesis of the end of the 

Commons in the capitalist era and the enclosure of the Commons in early twenty-first century 

social movements, given that they are footage of the temporary emergence of Commons in 

neoliberal urban areas in terms both their content, and their production thanks to supplies 

purchased online and dissemination on social media platforms, as they are both neoliberal 

components. Consequently, this section focuses on footage of daily commoning practices that 

remain from OWS and Occupy Gezi Park. In this context, the footage is considered strategic 

material that can enable a new sort of knowledge production through visual criticism, rather than 

being merely a representation of the occupation (Saybaşılı, 2017, p. 79). 
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As noted previously, temporality in social movements is a crucial topic; a point also made by 

Samara Smith—a New York-based documentarian—on the urge to document OWS: 

I think everyone was about Occupation… It felt like, every minute, it was just going not to 

be there the next day. You wake up; you were like, is it going to be next day? Moreover, 

you were still there. It was so temporary. There was a beautiful part of it, but also a tragedy. 

The beauty and tragedy were its temporary nature. You just knew that it was not, it just 

couldn’t go on forever in that form (S. Smith, personal communication, March 2, 2017).   

Similarly, in Occupy Gezi Park, Hande Sakarya—a film editor and member of Videoccupy—

recalls how video recording converted temporalities she was witnessing in the movement into 

reality: 

The motivation for video recording, when I see barricades, murals, interestingly, maybe it 

was just to me, all was complimentary like a story, one after the other, it seemed to me 

something episodic. Therefore, it would be more meaningful via video. Because each place 

that I was stepping felt like something. Thinking video would be more meaningful than the 

photo. It might be June 5th. A video camera, a small recorder, actually not a video camera, 

a small photo camera. A photo camera which can record video as well. I started to record 

with that. From Atatürk Cultural Center to Gümüşsuyu to Istanbul Technical University 

Maçka campus, and then again up to Divan Hotel, I started to record that ring. On the one 

hand, bus stops over there were converted into an [art] work, everything was so new and 

so different, and it felt so real since they were not our daily life materials anymore. Maybe 

it was expected to feel the opposite. As I was recording, it was sinking in the reality (H. 

Sakarya, personal communication, March 25, 2017). 

In both Occupy movements, images of the Commons were widely recorded, almost by every 

protester with a smart device. In my opinion, such recordings serve as a source of social memory, 

and therefore are not only related to documenting significant events, such as police raids. 

Recording early twenty-first century social movements is based on the idea of “documenting 

everything” with the aim of establishing visual memory. For instance, Güliz Sağlam—

documentarian, member of Videoccupy—states she was more interested in recording daily life 

during Occupy Gezi Park because protester behaviors were not captured sufficiently:  
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My mind was all about holding a camera, wandering around, what is happening over there, 

talking to someone. Because I had a thing to talk to people. Because everybody… I did not 

like… Always police violence, police violence. Tear gas, or whatever. Some different 

things are happening here. Indeed, we have to witness these, document these. To be honest, 

I was more interested in the daily life in the park. You record other demonstration. Tear 

gas, or whatever. Everybody records (G. Sağlam, personal communication, March 31, 

2017).  

In fact, communal life at Gezi Park has very frequently been defined as the most striking memory 

of the occupation:  

What was weird to me as an anecdote, there was such an interesting and a beautiful 

commune life in there. People were asking cigarettes, foods, from each other, and it was 

collected from everyone. During the evening, it was really distributed. I have never seen 

anything like that in my life; from cigarettes to water, to food, a place where everything 

was in share… (İplikçi, 2013, p. 267).  

Müge İplikçi conducted a series of interviews with the occupiers in the Gezi Park, and affirms that 

one of the most striking statements she heard was “People were really thrilled there” (İplikçi, 2013, 

p. 409). Indeed, as Nermin Saybaşılı affirms, in reference to Deleuze, the close relationship 

between a state of belonging and happiness can be best understood by referring to Spinoza:  

According to the philosopher [Spinoza], governors establish their power by upsetting and 

making unhappy. Any kind of power saddens, [and] requires having mournful souls in 

order to guarantee its sustainability. Only happiness is persistent and sustainable; only it 

takes people to act towards free and efficient emotions” (Saybaşılı, 2017, p. 69).  

Moreover, Ulus Baker’s interpretation of Spinoza’s socialization models also explains how such a 

composite structure succeeded in creating a new social habitat during the occupations in both New 

York and Istanbul:  

Among all, Spinozism differentiates only one socialization model based on a “free” 

relationship style—not family, based on physical and emotional “obligations;” not 

“community” based on “neighborhood;” not “commercial partnership” based on 
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commercial-productional obligations; not “civic society” based on loose social textures 

developed by “ideological weakness;” not a state, as it reflects all of them on one and only 

political government—which is “friendship” and “sharing” based on one and only “free” 

relationship possible at least between two people (Baker, 1997, XY).  

In both New York and Istanbul, different modes of sharing came to the fore as a means to feel a 

sense of belonging to the movement. For instance, Gözde Çağrı—former member of Seyr-i Sokak 

(Course of Streets) a video collective based in Ankara—recalls how Wi-Fi connections were 

turned into the Commons: “Wasn’t it great at that time that people gave Wi-Fi passwords of their 

apartments suddenly. They gave usernames, cafés etc.” (G. Çağrı, personal communication, March 

6, 2017). Meanwhile, Onur Metin—video activist based in Ankara—mentions apartment-sharing:  

Gezi gathered people closer a little, fastened together. Normally, when I commute to 

ODTÜ (Middle Eastern Technical University) from where I live, the distance is one-and-

a-half hours. Therefore, commuting is very difficult. But for example, people who knew 

that I was recording suggested always, “The demonstration continues tomorrow if you like 

stay in my place. You can go very easily from here.” That kind of things was happening 

(O. Metin, personal communication, March 3, 2017).  

In addition to sharing materials or donations, another way the Commons was formed during the 

occupation was through sharing skill sets. For instance, “Time’s Up! in conjunction with the OWS 

Sustainable Working Group, created energy bikes to replace all the generators that were 

confiscated” (Time’s Up!, 2011a) by the city government. In their fundraising video,22 a member 

of the Time’s Up! explains the need for energy bikes in the occupation as follows:  

One of the first things we realized we needed to let’s get everybody off of fossil fuels. This 

is an old smelly technology. So, we made an energy bike that we get to pedal to power a 

deep cycle battery, and we brought it down here we plugged it in. We started powering 

some of the things that this occupation needs like laptops, cell phones, and cameras. As 

 
22 See “Time’s Up! Energy Bike Powers Occupy Wall Street” [Video]: 

https://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=IPXBgZ1gAPs (Accessed on November 11, 2018) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IPXBgZ1gAPs
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soon as we plug this in all the other committees approached us and they said they wanted 

one too (txup, 2011a). 

Bill Di Paola—a member of Time’s Up! and founder of the Museum of Reclaimed Urban Space 

in New York—states that the idea of energy bikes came from Time’s Up:  

Some of our volunteers got together and made the first energy bike. And working with the 

OWS, we were able to make more. We have more ability in that area to raise money. We 

have a workshop space in Brooklyn, where we can design stuff. Indoor spaces to design an 

energy bike, sophisticated tools, and climate-controlled environment, which we had. They 

were outdoor settings; it is always difficult to finish a product there. We were able to design 

in Brooklyn and bring it there (B. Di Paola, personal communication, November 29, 2016).  

Footage of energy bikes on YouTube has another sort of importance, since it documents the 

materials used and how the bikes function, and makes this information available all across the 

world for those with internet access. This means it is not necessary to visit the Museum of 

Reclaimed Urban Space (MoRUS) in New York in order to obtain the information. In my opinion, 

footage of the energy bike, which is still accessible online, represents the synthesis of  neoliberal 

economy politics and the Commons in a way that claims both the urban Commons from an 

environmentalist perspective, and the information Commons. In a video called Occupy 

Sustainability,23 for instance, a protester explains how Time’s Up! first received a specific budget 

from the NYC General Assembly (RevolutionOfThought1, 2011), and then raised money online 

(Time’s Up!, 2011c) to generate sustainable energy for the occupation. Crowdfunding is the 

practice of raising small amounts of money from a large number of people via the internet; this is 

consistent with the capitalist practice of creating resource pools, since some crowdfunding 

platforms retain a certain amount of the raised money as a service fee.  

In addition to energy bikes, Time’s Up! established another fundraising project to provide bikes to 

certain OWS working groups. As a member of Time’s Up explains,24 sustainability, medical, and 

 
23 See “Occupy Sustainability” [Video]: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gn9UUshilaQ (Accessed November 

11, 2018) 
24 See “Occupy Wall Street NYC Bike Support” [Video]: https://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=51TTkNV2hkU 

(Accessed November 11, 2018) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gn9UUshilaQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=51TTkNV2hkU


 75 

kitchen staff needed front-loading cargo bikes to keep working on composting, transport medical 

supplies in cases of emergency, and bring food from local markets and water from tap water 

resources (txup, 2011b). Time’s Up! also organized community activities, such as bike rallies. 

Another piece of footage25 shows a group of bikers chanting and dancing, as Time’s Up! members 

summarize their experience in the video caption on YouTube:  

Time’s Up! has been doing Bike Bloc support, with the Occupy Wall Street encampment, 

since the beginning of this historic event. We have also been doing our infamous, sound 

bike dance parties. Here’s a glimpse at a late-night rendezvous, we had on Thursday night. 

Because of the clampdown, we first went a block or so away, on the deserted streets of 

lower Manhattan, but the police saw we were having too much fun, so we had to go further 

south, to calm their nerves. We had a few dozen demonstrators join us and had a fun dance 

party for a few hours. What a treat (txup, 2011c). 

By uploading texts and images of the materials needed to develop energy bikes on their website, 

Time’s Up! claims both the information Commons by enabling free access to knowledge, and the 

urban Commons by working on environmental sustainability in urban areas. In addition to the 

story of energy bikes in OWS,26 they also published a comprehensive manual in text27 on how to 

set up an energy bike, which includes educational videos, sketches, and a close look at the 

materials. Today, hosting one of the energy bikes in the Museum of Reclaimed Urban Space is 

essential to memorializing OWS, because they were all thrown into garbage trucks when the 

protesters were evicted from the park. Bill recalls how they tried to get the bikes back by going to 

the sanitation center and reclaiming their materials, noting this was because proof was requested. 

While everybody knew the energy bikes belonged to Time’s Up!, they could only rescue the ones 

that had Time’s Up! stickers on them. Bill Di Paola said:  

They threw them in a garbage truck, which was crazy. Because it crushed them. The Mayor, 

under pressure in a press conference later that evening, said that everything would be 

 
25 See “Time’s Up! Sound Bike Dance Party at Occupy Wall Street” [Video]: 

https://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=g8dK7e0yQP4 (Accessed November 11, 2018) 
26 See “Energy Bikes, the Story”: https://web.archive.org/web/20180113030537/https://times-up.org/recent-

campaigns/energy-bikes-story (Accessed November 11, 2018) 
27 See “Energy Bikes, How-To”: https://web.archive.org/web/20180113024622/http://times-up.org:80/recent-

campaigns/energy-bikes-how (Accessed November 11, 2018) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g8dK7e0yQP4
https://web.archive.org/web/20180113030537/https:/times-up.org/recent-campaigns/energy-bikes-story
https://web.archive.org/web/20180113030537/https:/times-up.org/recent-campaigns/energy-bikes-story
https://web.archive.org/web/20180113024622/http:/times-up.org:80/recent-campaigns/energy-bikes-how
https://web.archive.org/web/20180113024622/http:/times-up.org:80/recent-campaigns/energy-bikes-how
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returned to the people. So, I think they had to dig them back out of the garbage truck. 

Mostly the stuff was tense; people’s computers, much stuff was damaged. Moreover, they 

had a place up on the West Side around between 40th and 50th street, there was sanitation 

place, huge building, and they had separated areas, where they had stuff lay down, and you 

can get there and claim your stuff” (B. Di Paola, personal communication, November 29, 

2016). 

Another striking example of sharing skillset was Occuprint. Jesse Goldstein—artist and a member 

of Occuprint—described it in a video as follows:28  

Once the occupation of Zuccotti Park happened, some people decided they wanted to make 

an occupied version of the Wall Street Journal. They raised money for four issues. One of 

the issues was going to be all images, all posters, and that was the first Occuprint project 

(Thompson, 2012).  

Two artists, Jesse Goldstein and Josh MacPhee—artist,  a member of Occuprint, and co-founder 

of the Interference Archive—were helming the special issue of OWS posters for OWS Journal. 

Following the call for submissions, they saw how eager people were to design the Occupy posters, 

and therefore decided to build a website as a digital archive: http://occuprint.org/ (J. Goldstein, 

personal communication, December 9, 2016). Josh MacPhee interprets Occuprint as follows: 

Within a couple of weeks that the occupation of the park, we started organizing to put out 

this paper [OWS Journal]. We get some more submissions that we could put into print; we 

decided to build a website to house Occupy graphics. Then put out a [call] for people to 

send us high-resolution files from all over the world. Moreover, Occuprint then became 

this kind of dual strategy of having accessible, downloadable high-resolution graphics. 

That was sort of responding to what was happening in the movement (J. MacPhee, personal 

communication, October 6, 2016).  

Besides the special issue and the website, Occuprint set up a print lab in Zuccotti Park and printed 

materials for OWS; they also began to teach the occupiers screen printing (J. Goldstein, personal 

 
28 See “Occuprint: Posters of the Occupy Wall Street” [Video]: https://vimeo.com/47526475 (Accessed 

November 11, 2018) 

https://vimeo.com/47526475
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communication, December 9, 2016). According to Kevin Caplicki—a member of Occuprint, and 

co-founder of the Interference Archive—printing in the park was part of supporting OWS, 

“[b]ecause it was definitely a fundraising point. Because people wanted to support OWS, so a lot 

of money was coming in. And they were Occuprint started producing newsprint posters; they were 

releasing” (K. Caplicki, personal communication, December 9, 2016). Jesse also highlights the 

fundraiser role of Occuprint: “It ended up being almost like a weird fundraising thing because we 

were almost like a gift shop. People would come through, and like ‘an Occupy t-shirt.’ We actually 

ended up raising money for the occupation. Because people were throwing $20.00 bills for these 

t-shirts” (J. Goldstein, personal communication, December 9, 2016). To clarify their relationship 

to the collected money, Occuprint puts a line emphasizing the Commons in their manifesto:  

Everything we produce is free. We accept donations, but donations are not mandatory. 

Donations are not simply another way of saying “price.” Our prints do not have prices. 

They are not commodities. This experiment does require resources: ink, shirts, mesh, 

emulsion, tape, squeegees. All these things cost money, at least when donations in kind are 

not available. We also know that the occupation spends a lot of money on necessary 

provisions, because we live in a world where access to money is necessary for survival. 

And for these reasons, we accept donations, all of which go into the OWS general fund, 

minus the small amount of money we take out for replenishing our printing materials. If 

you are making a donation, whether in labor, materials or money, THANK YOU. And if 

you walk away with something printed by the lab, please understand that you did not buy 

this print. It is probably worth repeating the first, and most important point: We are not 

in the business of selling. We are in the business of occupying (Occuprint, 2011).   

As the occupation turned Zuccotti Park into a space where city dwellers spent their leisure time 

daily, a library was founded as a natural outcome. Books were collected through donations, 

cataloged online in the park, and circulated for free without a due date. Jenna Freedman —an OWS 

People’s Library volunteer—affirms the importance of having a library in the Occupation as 

follows:  

It really amazed me, how much people caring about having a library in there, like a little 

town. Actually, it amazed me because I think a library is such an important source for both 
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community and information and leisure. I mean, there is the thing in park 24 hours a day, 

I need something to read” (J. Freedman, personal communication, December 8, 2016).  

Jaime also underlined the natural state of having a library at OWS as follows:  

In a place where people were kind of living and existing, it makes sense to have like kitchen 

is over here… here is where you have meetings, and here is where you hang out and read 

a book and have serious discussion and have some quiet time (J. Taylor, personal 

communication, November 22, 2016).29  

There is also footage30 where a member of the OWS People’s Library (OWSL) narrates how it all 

started: “I saw a pile of books, so I went to GA [General Assembly] and I asked if anybody was 

taking responsibility for it, and volunteered myself and then started this” (WickedLost, 2011). In 

their text entitled Librarian is My Occupation, Jaime Taylor and Zachary Loeb—members of the 

OWSL—illustrate the OWSL’s functioning in Zuccotti Park as follows: 

We got on board with town planning (yes, there was a town planning working group), who 

were trying to figure out how to best use the limited space in the growing camp. We had a 

generator providing electricity {(until the police took it [after which we got another [which 

the police took])}, half a dozen laptops and wireless Internet, lights, chairs, and thousands 

of books. Weekends featured a poetry assembly and film screenings; we were visited by 

authors, we provided a relatively quiet (meaning you only had to kind of yell to be heard) 

spot for occupiers and visitors to read and think, and we updated our catalog on 

LibraryThing on an almost daily basis. We functioned like a traditional library, only with 

better air circulation, a less reliable roof, and a distinct lack of walls (real and metaphorical) 

(Taylor and Loeb, 2014, p. 278). 

Like the energy bikes, the OWSL was also demolished during the eviction. As Jaime states, they 

were only able to retrieve a quarter of the OWSL collection afterwards. Indeed, on May 24, 2012,  

 

 
29 See Figure 9: “Occupy Libraries” 
30 See “OWS – The People’s Library Occupy Wall Street” [Video]: https://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=b-

hKzulSKCw (Accessed on November 11, 2018) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b-hKzulSKCw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b-hKzulSKCw
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Figure 9 Occupy Libaries 
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Source: Interference Archive 
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the OWSL organized a press conference31 and announced that they filed a lawsuit against the city 

(Taylor and Loeb, 2014, p. 286). In April 2013, they received a settlement offer—$47,000 for lost 

equipment and lawyers’ fees—which OWSL decided to use to empower other groups in the library 

and education milieu (Taylor and Loeb, 2014, p. 286) In Jaime’s opinion, the OWSL succeeded in 

doing all this because they had strong internal organization; in her words, “We are librarians, we 

organize stuff” (J. Taylor, personal communication, November 22, 2016). For instance, the OWSL 

cataloged32 every donated book in the park, which helped them prove in court the damage they 

sustained during the eviction.33 Cataloging the donated books also highlighted the temporality of 

OWS, as the books continue to move around: “Today, on any bookshelf that holds a book stamped 

with the library logo or bearing the letters ‘OWSL’ on its edge, it is there that the library lives in 

spirit” (Taylor and Loeb, 2014, p. 285). 

In addition to their online catalog, the OWSL kept a blog during the occupation. On June 4, 2013, 

a new blog was posted: “Turns out that park occupations continue to produce libraries. Seems that 

folks have up and built one in Taksim Gezi Parki in Istanbul” (OneOfTheLibrarians, 2013). As 

Jaime and Zachary affirm, establishing a library “was perhaps the most normal part of the 

occupation, something recognizable from the regular world, a concept and a space that hardly 

anyone struggled to understand” (Taylor, et al., 2014, p. 276). Indeed, in the case of Occupy Gezi 

Park, it can be argued that establishing a library was perceived as part of the educative 

identification of protesters. There is footage34 of an occupier who stated:   

Despite doing everything in their power to make people selfish through the education 

system, media, and family structure, they were unable to bring an end to sharing. We saw 

that here very clearly. People are bringing boxes full of books, and others come and take 

them. That is how it is (Gezi Açık Hava Kütüphanesi, 2013).  

 
31 See “Occupy Wall St.People’s Library Press Conference – Norman Siegal Explains Demands” [Video]: 

https://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=FERfdJHFOBs (Accessed on November 11, 2018) 
32 See “OWS People’s Library Catalog”: https://peopleslibrary.wordpress.com/catalog/ (Accessed November 11, 

2018) 
33 See “Occupy Wall Street Library Destroyed” [Video]: https://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=mj9CKv8NVAg 

(Accessed November 11, 2018) 
34 See “Gezi Açık Hava Kütüphanesi” [Video]: https://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=eS5wsJZasak (Accessed 

November 11, 2018) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FERfdJHFOBs
https://peopleslibrary.wordpress.com/catalog/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mj9CKv8NVAg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eS5wsJZasak
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In the same piece of footage, numerous occupiers mentioned their wishes for the re-opening of 

public libraries, having free access to books, a free education system etc., highlighting a demand 

for the information Commons. Another striking remark in footage of the Commons shows how 

libraries received different reactions in New York and Istanbul. In OWS, books were sorted into 

boxes and tagged with keywords, allowing the occupiers to peruse the books as they wish,35 while 

in Occupy Gezi Park, the books were shelved randomly, and library staff called out certain authors 

and book names to encourage people to check out the books.36 In my opinion, differences observed 

in the footage of the Commons—such as the different use of libraries in this case—naturally also 

depict the public perception of the Commons in the two cities during the occupation: in New York, 

public libraries are part of the city’s cultural life, and a library in an occupied area generated a 

reaction of “it’s normal;” in Istanbul, library visits are linked primarily to education rather than 

being part of daily life, thus establishing a library was considered as part of the protesters’ identity 

of being “well-educated.”  

To sum up, this chapter looked at video recordings that remain from the Occupy movements in 

New York and Istanbul, through the emergence of a dialectic of the Commons in early twenty-

first century social movements. It first examined the thesis of the enclosure of the Commons, 

mainly by focusing on the discussion between Hardin and Ostrom; next, it reviewed Occupy Wall 

Street and Occupy Gezi Park through the lens of a temporary emergency Commons, and argued 

that this depicted the antithesis of the end of commoning practices in neoliberal economy politics; 

and finally, it reflected on Occupy recordings that serve as historical materials and sources of 

information for reclaiming Commons in the present day, and conducted a visual ethnography to 

determine the synthesis of the temporary emergence of Commons and neoliberal politics in early 

twenty-first century social movements. Undoubtedly, a more comprehensive visual study on the 

differentiation of commoning practices in the occupied areas through a visual reading of footage 

of the Commons would contribute to the analysis of early twenty-first century social movements. 

Moreover, footage of the Commons highlights the value of video activism by recording daily life 

and establishing visual memories of the movements, which is an intention that goes beyond 

 
35 See “Occupy Wall Street Library “People’s Library” [Video]: 

https://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=JHrzmcLMzP4 (Accessed November 11, 2018) 
36 See “Co-op Gezi Park Library – İmece Usulü Gezi Parkı Kütüphanesi” [Video] 

https://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=JLVQOWN0N-k (Accessed November 11, 2018) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JHrzmcLMzP4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JLVQOWN0N-k
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providing videos as evidence of human rights abuses for legal prosecutions. In this framework, the 

next chapter will examine activist videos by focusing on the idea of producing the image of truth. 

It will therefore first look at the characteristic of video activists; second, discuss ethical dilemmas 

in recording early twenty-first century social movements; third, elaborate on image as an activist; 

and finally, address the idea of learning from activist videos.  
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Producing the Counter Image 

Early twenty-first century social movements—such as the occupy movements in Tahrir Square, 

Zuccotti Park, and Gezi Park, as well as the Jasmine Revolution and the Indignant Movement—

are distinguished from previous ones, mainly thanks to the use of digital tools by the protesters. 

Strictly speaking, organizing protests, sharing instant updates from streets, holding public 

discussions for further steps of movements on social media put a critical remark on the Occupation 

days mentioned above. Meanwhile, Gil Scott Heron’s famous line “The Revolution will not be 

televised” has been rephrased to read “The Revolution will be tweeted,” which clearly highlights 

still and moving images that remain from the protests, particularly in the face of state censorship 

on mass media. Indeed, the easy reproduction and circulation of digital photography and video via 

mobile devices, smartphones, the internet, and social media lead to the production of an enormous 

number of visual materials. 

Recently, video activism has emerged as a principal tool in fighting oppression, which makes use 

of images that depict police brutality, human rights abuses, solidarity, commoning practices, 

witnesses, etc. in the occupied milieus. In video activism, the image is produced as a function of 

memory, and the relationship between image and memory strongly differentiates video activism 

from citizen journalism. While journalism and video activism use the same tools—recording 

videos and dissemination images on the internet—their politics regarding the image makes them 

not interchangeable.  

A story that Alper Şen—a member of Artıkişler (leftovereworks)Collective—heard from a Syrian 

video activist, for instance, describes how civic journalism manipulated images of urban warfare 

zones, which raises a series of questions from the perspective of establishing social visual memory. 

Apparently, the international mass media began to pay for footage sent by protesters in Syria, 

initiating a race to be the one who sends high quality videos fast and collect the payment. Next, 

the mass media in Europe and the U.S. started demanding “more” by asking for something 

“different,” which can be interpreted as “something new we haven’t seen yet” because the audience 

got used to viewing “the same images.” Finally, it turned out that the protesters began to fight with 

each other to capture the most “stunning” image that the mass media would be interested in paying 

for (Şen, personal communication, March 14, 2017). According to Alper Şen, this overall situation 
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is inevitable when there is a hierarchy in terms of recording, and it also exists in Turkey. He notes, 

“After a while, all those activists become a precarious agency of foreign mainstream channels” 

(Şen, personal communication, March 14, 2017).  

Indeed, video activism essentially concerns creating counter images of state recordings, and thus 

is highly engaged with politics of the image. In video activism, recording means attributing a 

reminder role to the image and claiming it as part of memory. As Alper Şen affirms, the role of 

video activism in recording early twenty-first century social movements can be identified with its 

aim of establishing visual memory; he also notes the role of the image as a visual memo:  

Recording images of the demonstration not only establishes a visual memory, but also 

serves as an effort to do justice to the statements made there, in that moment. Camera and 

editing are tools that put the words “we won’t forget/we won’t let it be forgotten” into 

practice. Any demonstration becomes a re-staging of itself whenever it is viewed; I guess, 

this is how an image becomes a demonstration. Simply recording it is not enough, either; 

whenever a time period is remembered, the flow in that edited piece now becomes 

evidence, not just the flow of time… Ultimately, it is also related to how we want the 

demonstration to be remembered. And knowing that where you position yourself, where 

you stop, where you cut the recording during editing, where you transfer the video is a 

political act whether you want it to be or not, all this process of recording and editing is an 

effort to understand the political meaning in your own frame and edit instead of all those 

well-known slogans that scrapes the fake varnish off of statements such as “taking an 

objective approach”… (İnce, Şen and Övgü, 2013).  

Video theorist Maurizio Lazzarato also emphasizes the role video, a political act, plays in 

establishing social memory. As Uslu Baker affirms, Lazzarato posits that video technology and 

editing bring about new ways to describe and perceive effects, desires, beliefs, and requests; and 

to remove certain flows of emotions or gather new flows together (Baker, 2017). Thus, as Uslu 

(2017: 89) claims, “the question of how memory is established is interlinked with how we resist 

through a camera, which is identified with the flow of emotions and how we create new worlds.” 

Resisting with a camera, instinctively, raises the following question: “Why would someone go to 

a demonstration with a camera and how would they position themselves there?” (İnce et al., 2010). 
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Any attempt to answer this question must begin with an examination of the functions of activist 

videos. In my opinion, activist videos convert state oppression into a new paradigm of social 

struggle by integrating images from early twenty-first century social movements into social 

memory and history-writing processes. In juxtaposition to official state video archives, video 

activism aims to supply the truth by recording the counter image.   

According to Bertolt Brecht, only one truth exists, and it does not multiply depending on the 

number of groups of interest (Brecht, 1975: 20). Meanwhile, Gisèle Freund took manipulation and 

fake news into consideration, and highlighted the illusion of objectivity in an image by referring 

to cases where editors “give photographs a meaning opposed to the photographer’s intention” 

(Freund, 1980: 162). She recalls a day where she captured a series of images at the Paris Stock 

Exchange, focusing on one particular stockbroker as her main target, who was “Sometimes 

smiling, sometimes distressed; he was always mopping the sweat from his round face and urging 

the crowd with sweeping gestures” (Freund, 1980: 162). The photos were used in two different 

newspapers, with two different captions: “Rise in the Paris Stock Exchange: stocks reach fabulous 

prices” and “Panic at the Paris Stock Exchange: fortunes collapse, thousands are ruined” (Freund, 

1980: 162). She notes, “The two publications had used my photographs in opposite ways, each 

according to its own purpose. The objectivity of a photograph is only an illusion. The captions that 

provide the commentary can change the meaning entirely” (Freund, 1980: 163).  

Walter Benjamin interprets the alignment of truth with the masses and the masses with the truth as “a 

process of immeasurable importance for both thinking and perception” (Benjamin, 2002: 105). In his 

opinion, the illusion of objectivity in an image can be identified with its use in propaganda: “In the 

visual world of photography, the first people reproduced made their appearance unblemished or rather 

uncaptioned. Newspapers were still luxuries which one rarely bought, but rather looked at in cafes. As 

yet they made no use of photography, nor did the overwhelming majority of people see their name in 

print” (Benjamin, 1972: 8). Today, protesters in “resistance exhibitions” view themselves in videos. In 

a discussion on the democratization of images, Ulus Baker claims that video demolishes the sharp 

distinction between the producer and the consumer of the image: “I believe this is the point where the 

importance of video originates: the democratization of images, the breaking off the distinction between 

signifier and signified from relations among people, the rejection of a division between signifiers 

(cinematographer, artist) on the one side and spectators (audience) on the other” (Baker, 2017: 232). 
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Moreover, ascertaining the truth in a video image is largely related to its emergence. Indeed, “Video 

does not create reality, it produces it” (Uslu, 2017: 80); consequently, the role of the camera cannot be 

denied. Susan Sontag positions camera as an active participant of the event: “Although the camera is 

an observation station, the act of photographing is more than passive observing” (Sontag, 2002: 12).  

In a similar vein, as Gülsüm Depeli illustrates, while Soviet cinema theorist Dziga Vertov 

acknowledged recording, editing, and camera as active actors in the production of both image and truth, 

he argued that the camera is subject to the recorder, and therefore it would not be possible to connect 

the truth in an image directly to the camera (Depeli: 2018: 42). However, Vertov underscored the idea 

of recording “life as it is” as it provides the truth in the image by itself (Depeli: 2018: 42). Returning 

once again to images in “resistance exhibitions” that are actual footage remaining from real facts, where 

the raw material displays “the fact as is it” contrary to fictive images, it can be said that if there is a 

man who was shot in the image, the man was truly shot. Neither the camera nor the camera holder 

cannot change the truth. The question then is, what is captured as an image?  

According to Susan Sontag, Dziga Vertov comprehensively depicted the relationship between truth 

and image: “The person who intervenes cannot record; the person who is recording cannot intervene. 

Dziga Vertov’s great film, Man with a Moving Camera (1929), gives the ideal image of the 

photographer as someone in perpetual movement, someone moving through a panorama of disparate 

events with such agility and speed that any intervention is out of the question” (Sontag, 2002: 12). In 

contrast, Howard S. Becker highlights the active role individuals play in questioning the truth in an 

image, and argues that it is not possible to make simple assertions by looking at an image while 

perception requires a process of interaction by raising a series of questions that the image can answer 

(Becker, 1986). Potentially finding truth in an image is highly related to its potential of answering 

various questions: “For any picture, ask yourself what question or questions it might be answering. 

Since the picture could answer many questions, we can decide what question we are interested in. The 

picture will, of course, suggest that some questions are likely to find answers in it” (Becker, 1986: 276).  

Chasing the truth in a video image by asking a series of questions about the image sheds light on the 

current relationship between image and the law. As Oktay İnce—co-founder of Seyr-i Sokak—states, 

“Today, the testimony of the image has taken the place of the witness” (İnce, 2016: 57) in courtrooms; 

images are prioritized over witnesses. Similarly, Pillay notes that “Video can be a powerful source of 
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evidence for lawyers and advocates seeking to right wrongs and create change. You do not need to be 

a lawyer to film or use video for evidence” (Pillay, 2005: 209). According to Turkish law, footage 

recorded without the notice of the person in the image is not admissible as evidence. In criminal cases, 

however, footage is considered essential in identifying the person(s) involved in the crime. According 

to lawyer Faruk Çayır, “Video as evidence is essentially used by state institutions in Turkey. Mostly in 

lawsuits against protesters, as they are charged with destroying public goods or disobedience against 

police, videos are presented as evidence by police forces, and they assist the judge in order to identify 

people” (Çayır, 2018: 59). Çayır affirms that activist videos are also used in criminal cases to identify 

state officer(s) (e.g., police officers in charge) engaged in the crime. In the case of Ethem Sarısülük, 

who was shot by a police officer, for instance, records pertaining to June 1, 2013 were requested from 

a member of Seyr-i Sokak (Ersoy, 2018: 187). Moreover, the shooter was identified through a visual 

analysis of various footage included in the court files. In other words, activist video can be a post 

instantly shared on social media (e.g., short footage of an act or live streaming), or it can be an edited 

video produced afterwards, in line with a particular narrative (Çayır, 2018: 57).  

On the basis of this framework, this chapter examines the politics of the image in video activism 

from the perspective of creating a counter image so as to produce an image of the truth, by mainly 

focusing on video activist practices that unfolded during OWS in New York and Occupy Gezi 

Park in Istanbul. To this end, the chapter first addresses the heterogeneous culture of video 

activists; second, elaborates the ethical dilemma in recording early twenty-first century social 

movements; third, looks at the role of the image as a tool for activism; and finally, reviews activist 

videos in terms of serving as learning tools.  

The Heterogeneous Culture of Video Activism 

As Sukanya Pillay notes, Helen Lennon, who studies the use of video as evidence in war crime 

tribunals, dates the emergence of videos in courtrooms to the end of World War II (Pillay, 2005). 

In 1945, during the International Military Tribunal at Nuremberg organized by the Allied 

Occupational powers, comprising the United States, the United Kingdom, the Union of Soviet 

Socialist Republics and France, “[e]ach country introduced film evidence of alleged atrocities 

committed by the Nazi regime throughout Europe” (Pillay, 2005: 209). Sandra Ristovska 

acknowledges both this past and the present, saying, “Although the video has been an activist tool 

steaming from a history of wide-ranging visual practices infused with political concerns and 



 89 

action-oriented goals, the ‘NGOization of civil society’ has also made an impact in the field of 

video activism” (Ristovska, 2016: 1035). As she cited from Sabine Lang (2013), NGOization is 

“the process by which social movements professionalize, institutionalize, and bureaucratize in 

vertically structured, policy-outcome-oriented organizations that focus on generating issue-

specific and, to some degree, marketable expert knowledge or services” (Ristovska, 2016: 1035). 

This outlook shapes the present section, which will examine video activism practices that emerged 

during the Occupy movements at Wall Street and Gezi Park to highlight different ways to engage 

with video activism, and the different approaches used to produce activist videos.  

One group that considers video a powerful tool to make changes in society is WITNESS, a 

Brooklyn-based NGO that was founded in 1992 and trains activists to use video to defend human 

rights. WITNESS Program Manager Sam Gregory explains the impact of video in human rights 

struggles as follows: 

There has never been an easier time to start using video to make a better world possible. 

Video cameras have gotten ever cheaper—they are now integrated into cell phones—and 

editing software comes prepackaged with many home computers. Since the early 1990s, 

the increasing availability and affordability of technology has fueled the world of social 

justice video activism. The movement has also been strengthened by new vehicles for 

online and offline distribution, by novel ways to get around the traditional gate-keepers of 

media, and by the proliferation of nongovernmental organizations and people’s movements 

asserting their rights, voices, and identities, particularly in the Global South (Gregory, 

2005: xii).  

Indeed, compared to macro level analyses, studying activist videos at the micro level—such as 

those that remain from OWS and Occupy Gezi Park—offers a broader perspective, which reveals 

that video activism involves different motivations and cultures in different geographies; and given 

the diverse communities that engage in video activism, homogenizing the culture of activist videos 

is not possible. One reason for this is that access to technical materials—primarily cameras—has 

not been the same across all locations. This might essentially be due to the time period when a 

social movement is occurring, since technology evolves rapidly—clearly evident in the progress 

of video technology and online broadcasting from OWS to Occupy Gezi Park. In some countries, 
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the idea of recording and disseminating images emerged after easy access to smart devices and the 

internet. Another reason is that video activists in some countries only developed their skills as 

events unfolded, and formalized their own video activist traditions depending on their experiences 

in the face of state oppression. Alper Şen, for instance, claims that video activism is a third world 

country practice because recording streets and respectively protests is restricted by laws in Europe 

and the U.S. (A. Şen, personal communication, March 14, 2017).  

In the case of Turkey, it is possible to argue that video activism was motivated by practical 

concerns related to disseminating information on contemporary political issues that were censored 

by the mass media, such as hunger strikes, solitary confinement or small group isolation in prisons, 

LGBTIQ communities, unresolved murders, enforced disappearance, etc. Belit Sağ—a 

videomaker, and a member of Karahaber (Black News), Videoccupy, and Artıkişler Kolektifi— 

recalls the impact that sociologist Ulus Baker’s classes at Middle East Technical University 

(METU) had on them as a group of university students in Ankara, leading them to start engaging 

in video activism, and the establishment of VideA collective:  

I was studying at METU [Middle East Technical University]. A group of us were auditing 

Ulus Baker’s classes. I attended Ulus’s classes between 2000 and 2004. I don’t think I 

officially took any of his classes, but a bond began to form among people who took or 

audited his classes, and a group emerged from the people who had been affiliated with his 

classes previously and when I was there. This was VideA.  [Anyone] interested in videos, 

making videos—not that they were actually making them at the time. VideA came into 

being as a video group. Later, this group gave birth to another one; this was Karahaber 

(Black News), which defined itself more as a video activism group workshop. So I could 

say that I got to know about video activism thanks to Karahaber, but this wasn’t something 

that somebody knew and was doing. It was more like us doing it, and so in a sense, I can 

say that it developed by itself. I mean, there wasn’t someone who taught us, who had done 

it before; it wasn’t something we knew about, either. We followed demonstrations, we 

followed political groups, we borrowed their visual archives, we followed court cases. We 

were all interested in different issues, such as conscientious objection, or trans 

demonstrations aligned with the LGBTIQ movement. The Kurdish movement. We kept 

track of many things related to human rights. It all started with following what was 
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happening on the street, but always by standing next to and taking the view of the protester. 

That’s how it all began, and we began by not really knowing much about the practice. 

Later, we started to look around us—well, not really around us because there weren’t many 

others doing it—we began to look outward, at other existing groups and thought about what 

they were doing, how their practices were shaped by their particular landscapes, how our 

practices were shaped by our particular landscape, and came to realize that what we had 

been doing was more like video activism (B. Sağ, personal communication, September 13, 

2017).  

VideA was a group of university students that came from different departments at METU, who 

were all taking in Ulus Baker’s visual thinking class. VideA focused on recording the streets, and 

Oktay İnce affirms that their goal was to write the visual memory of social movements with a 

camera. He describes the history of Karahaber Video Activism:   

We began recording just as an idea. We bought cassette tapes, recorded things, and that 

was it. There was no editing—back then, disseminating images over the internet wasn’t 

something anyone could do, it wasn’t a readily available space. In 2000, we started off by 

only recording things. There was a group of 4-5 of us recording on the streets, we called 

the group Karahaber Video Activism Workshop but this was also the video group that had 

formed around Ulus Baker at METU, anything and everything to do with video. It was a 

group that had formed to work on everything related to video, from artistic video to 

documentary video, and it was called VideA. The Karahaber Video Activism Workshop 

was actually a video collective that was made up of 10-15 people from the VideA group 

who were connected to METU one way or another. Karahaber emerged with a specific 

focus, and that’s how recording social movements on the streets first began (O. İnce, 

personal communication, March 3, 2016). 

In the case of Karahaber, expanding video activism practices from simply recording something to 

producing short videos, films, and documentaries was also driven by the politics of the image. As 

Alper Şen explains, understanding that image dissemination is as important as image production 

was a gradual realization. Back then, video activism to them was primarily recording and storing 

visual materials. Later, as video technology and online video sharing evolved, they began to 



 92 

publish videos on their website. This transformation also coincided with the time when Karahaber 

video activists were recording paper collectors who had migrated to Ankara from the city of 

Hakkâri in Southeastern Turkey, and because the paper collectors were Kurds, they discovered 

that the history of paper collectors is fraught with political issues related to minority politics in 

Turkey. As Karahaber video activists grew increasingly aware that the images they were gathering 

should be disseminated to inform the public about the human rights abuses that the Kurdish paper 

collectors were experiencing, simply recording their experiences began to feel insufficient:  

We’ve been with the paper collectors since 2001; we had met accidentally—I won’t say 

accidentally, but by chance. We came across them when someone at a workshop on 

documentaries said I want to make a documentary on paper collectors; we realized this was 

a very complex and heavy issue, I mean we realized it wouldn’t do just to record them for 

a day, and so we began to expand and extend the process. We began to expand on the 

images based on Ulus’ guidelines—this is a story of migration, a story of forced migration, 

a Kurdish story, etc. I mean, maybe nobody had really thought to make this into a film. But 

you’re capturing more and more images, that’s the practice you know. Everybody was 

talking about the images they recorded, but nobody was talking about the film they were 

making; because making a film is something else, you need to edit it... Finally, when the 

warehouses burned down in 2004, I mean when they burned them down, I mean when [the 

then mayor of Ankara] Melih Gökçek’s people tore them down, we experienced something 

different, like an ideological break, that we need to disseminate [what we had recorded]. 

You’ve been recording these experiences for years, it’s been three years from 2001 to 2004, 

I mean you record them but then what? For us, another practice is possible; the idea or the 

thought that we have to make videos from now on emerged from discussions we were 

having. Meanwhile, I think it was around the same time, maybe 2004 or 2005, we had the 

idea to build a website, because having a website was a new concept back then. So we built 

a Karahaber website and started to upload videos there. We would work on them, see how 

it had to be done, upload a video and then watch it ourselves (A. Şen, personal 

communication, March 14, 2017).  

As Alper Şen describes, the Karahaber website was composed of videos, which were mainly raw 

material: “There was something we described as a Karahaber video. You would record a 
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demonstration and upload it. That was it. That was a Karahaber video. No editing whatsoever.” 

(A. Şen, personal communication, March 14, 2017). Interviews with members of the video 

collective also revealed that they had frequently thought about their own practices, questioned 

them based on their own experiences, and tried to unpack their engagement with the image. Özge 

Çelikaslan—co-founder of the Artıkİşler Collective—talked about how she worked with the 

Karahaber (video archives to organize an exhibition, and how this turned into an opportunity to 

reflect on their personal video activist practices, and literally define it for the first time, when they 

were writing the exhibition flyer. She recalls their vivid discussion with İnce and Şen as follows:    

Then I spent quite a lot of effort on the Fire and Wedding [exhibition]. Together, we 

gathered the archive, held the exhibition at Depo, and took it to Diyarbakır. A booklet was 

published, an exhibition booklet. We started to collect the first texts there. We began to 

write about the work. That was the first time we began to look at what we were doing, and 

come up with a framework for it? (Ö. Çelikaslan, personal communication, March 4, 2017).  

As Gülsüm Depeli notes, “Even though the group is no longer active as Karahaber, the political 

and ethical problems they encountered and the questions they raised on video activism are still 

alive and relevant today, even in this era of digital activism” (Depeli, 2016: 123). Indeed, the 

present-day video activist practices of Seyr-i Sokak and Artıkişler (leftoverworks) Collective still 

bear traces of the Karahaber experience, while former members of VideA and Karahaber 

frequently come together in different video-film-documentary communities and exchange 

experiences. One of the main common claims lays in their politics of the image as aforementioned 

collectives define themselves protesters who are personally engaged with politics rather than the 

European idea of video activism. In their opinion, activism signifies “professionalism” to a certain 

extent. In other words, professional video activists do not usually engage with a movement; they 

go to a protest and record it according to the activist handbook. They hold themselves apart from 

the main perception of video activism, and prefer to call their work “video action;” they also 

support the idea of activist identity in the image itself. In their words, “from the image of action to 

the action of image” (Seyri Sokak Collective, 2015a) means that the image continues the “act” of 

protesting the moment it is broadcast online or screened at public events. Today, it is crucial to 

determine whether the recorded, collected, and archived activist videos that remain from Occupy 

Gezi Park were produced primarily by Seyr-i Sokak or Videoccupy. As Videoccupy was dissolved 



 94 

due to various reasons soon after the Park was evicted, their archival materials were taken over by 

Artıkişler Collective. In summary, it can be said that the politics of the image in the recordings at 

Occupy Gezi Park were mainly influenced by the community culture of Karahaber and VideA, 

which basically grew from the conceptual framework of sociologist Ulus Baker’s visual thinking. 

Members of Seyr-i Sokak came together for the first time in June 2013, while recording pro-

Occupy Gezi Park demonstrations in Ankara. They vehemently stress that in terms of politics of 

the image, their engagement with video cannot be defined merely as video activism; they define 

their practices as “keeping a visual record of the street” (S. Tekin, personal communication, March 

1, 2017). Seyr-i Sokak members also emphasize their personal involvement in the movements that 

they are recording, and state that any decisions on recording, editing, and broadcasting a movement 

should take into consideration and favor its current circumstances. Consequently, they argue that 

there is not a single method for recording images. Oktay  İnce describes their ethical position as 

follows:  

In the squares, we are definitely not standing on a third party, objective eye, secured points 

where traditional media stand; we are placing our point of view, our video, on where the 

protester is standing, and we are looking from there. We do not encounter stones; this is how 

I describe it, we encounter tear gas. Coming towards our cameras. That is what we are 

exposed to. Therefore, it demolished the border between the videographer and the protester. 

At any moment, we can grab a stone by one hand while holding the camera with the other. 

Placing the camera on where the protester is standing is not the only point of view, but also 

the possibility that a video activist becomes a protester (O. İnce, personal communication, 

March 3, 2017).  

In Istanbul, Özge Çelikaslan recalls the day she posted a call on Facebook: “It’s Time for Video 

Activism!” (Ö. Çelikaslan, personal communication, March 4, 2017). Soon after, a group of video 

activists gathered at Gezi Park, and united around the aim of recording the Occupation, they called 

themselves “Videoccupy”:  

We wanted to build around the word “occupy.” The reason it became Videoccupy was 

because it occupies the image. We occupy the image. It was meant in the sense that we 

claim the image. So what you’re doing pretty much parallels the demonstration. What 
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you’re doing with the image is the same thing the protestor is doing at Gezi (Ö. Çelikaslan, 

personal communication, March 4, 2017). 

Accordingly, it can be said that their particular concern about producing images related to Occupy 

Gezi Park went beyond generating images as potential legal evidence; it was more about 

disseminating images of the Occupation in the face of mass media censorship and fake news. For 

instance, Özge Çelikaslan describes the Gezi Diaries video series as follows:  

We would be recording. Say there was clean-up in the park that day. We would record it 

and bring it in; Onur would cut them into three-minute videos. The reason for this, for 

making them edited videos, the reason we turned them into the Gezi Diaries was because 

there was news of it in the media, or there were fake news. Something like that. So that 

was why. I think now there over a hundred such edited videos. Diaries, I mean. The Gezi 

Diaries  (Ö. Çelikaslan, personal communication, March 4, 2017). 

During the Occupation, Videoccupy used an office, where they transferred images from cameras 

to computers, made edited videos, and published them on YouTube. Onur Metin recalls those days 

as follows:  

Our working system there was like, we had around 20-25 fixed cameras that stayed in 

place. Including our own tools and cameras. Anyone who had nothing else to do, went out. 

By anyone who had nothing else to do, I mean anyone who wasn’t editing, or had a 

particular need, or had to go home. Otherwise, there were thousands of people out there, 

why not go out? There was something worth recording. So we could say that all we did 

was to record. We would be recording, then sleep for 2-3 hours, then go back to recording 

again. (O. Metin, personal communication, March 3 2017). 

Meanwhile, in the days right after the protesters were evicted from Gezi Park, Videoccupy 

produced several videos reflecting on their own activism practices. One of them, called 3 States of 

Video Activism37 illustrates the police violence that video activists faced while recording the 

Occupy Gezi Park movement, and depicts the Turkish state in three different forms: “solid, liquid, 

 
37 See “Vidyo Eylemin 3 Hali // 3 States of Video Activism”: 

https://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=B3Rp1HKIpho (Accessed on November 11, 2018) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B3Rp1HKIpho
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and gas” (Videoccupy, 2013a). Indeed, the security of the video activists was one of the core issues 

in recording the Occupations both in New York and in Istanbul. For instance, footage that remains 

from the arrest of Marisa—video activist, documentary filmmaker, and member of both the OWS 

Facilitation Working Group and the OWS Media Group—clearly displays how a video activist 

with a camera can become a target. In the video, an NYPD officer is coming towards Marisa and 

ordering Marisa to shut her camera down.38 Marisa Holmes recalls how helpful the footage was in 

getting the word out, once the video was uploaded to YouTube.  

The footage of my own arrest. That was great. Because I was filming, and then I threw the 

camera to someone that I did not know. I had so much trust in humanity as someone would 

take it. And they did. They took the camera (M. Holmes, personal communication, 

December 2, 2016).  

Holmes was involved in the OWS movement since the first day of its planning, and in her view, 

the function of the OWS Media Group was more about telling their own stories: 

“[A]t the Irish Potato Famine Memorial there was a breakout for a Media Working Group. 

With people from Glass Bead and Red Channels. Then Red Channels fell off and ended up 

doing their own thing. And it was people from Glass Bead, Vlad Teichberg, and myself, 

who started the Media Working Group. And later his wife Nicky Schiller, who was 

involved in, it is her activist name. But this Finnish activist was part of 15M. So, it was 

another Indymedia person. He [Vlad Teichberg] went to Spain, like around the same time 

I went to Egypt. He went to Spain. He met Nicky, and they formed a Media Working 

Group. They started live-streaming, making out a big push along with tweeting and 

Facebook. I learned things from Egypt; they learned things from Spain. Whenever we got 

back together, we had this Media Working Group. I had a lot of different things. I was part 

of the Media Working Group, but I was also part of other things. I could not play a central 

role. I basically helped to get it started, and then I had to multi-task. They became the more 

central people keeping that going. So, throughout August they break out the media working 

group. They had the trainees, citizen journalism, how to document stuff. How to document 

 
38 See: “9/24/2011 Marisa Holmes Forcefully Arrested #occupywallstreet” 

https://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=9byOpunXWBw&t=4s (Accessed on November 11, 2018) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9byOpunXWBw&t=4s
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police; get their badge numbers, name, etc. We adopted the strategical media framework, 

which basically meant that we wanted to push out to our own networks but also to the 

mainstream press. So, the certain point, we actually formed a cluster with a media working 

group and PR. Also some writer, that was sympathetic to Occupy. [We were] trying to 

make and then defuse media as wide as possible. I mean there is not a lot to say about that.  

We were supposed to be tactical; we were supposed to be multi-tasked media strategy, 

make our own work and also push it out through the press. But there was also this notion 

of 24/7 broadcast; live stream was very central to what we were doing because there was 

an occupation. An occupation for 24/7, we should have a 24/7 broadcast of it, [as a] 

representation of it. That was our thinking at the time. And that representation should be 

participatory; it should not be something that like only the media working group controls. 

It should be something that it is actually reflective, like the voices of, part of, the occupation 

(M. Holmes, personal communication, December 2, 2016).  

Similar to Videoccupy at Occupy Gezi Park, the OWS Media Working Group also created working 

spaces. First they had a tent at Zuccotti Park; later, due to weather conditions and perpetual police 

intervention,39 they moved indoors to a semi-secret office in Manhattan (Captain, 2011). Marisa 

Holmes describes the division of labor and workflow in the group as follows:   

We had departments basically within the Media Working Groups. Social media was like 

Facebook and Twitter. And then there was livestream, which was through the Global 

Revolution Media accounts. And then there was editorial video, which I did more of. 

Because I do filmmaking. It was like short promotional propaganda type pieces to release 

on YouTube. And there was also coverage of police brutality that was happening mostly 

like someone gets tear gas or pepper sprayed actually (M. Holmes, personal 

communication, December 2, 2016).  

As Marisa Holmes says, the task of recording the Occupation was taken over by Global Revolution 

Media. On its Facebook page, Global Revolution defines its role as enabling citizens to tell their 

own stories: 

 
39 See “#OccupyWallStreet 09/29/2011” [Video]:  

https://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=GsQvSo8UDf8 (Accessed on December 22, 2018).   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GsQvSo8UDf8
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Global Revolution channels the voices of the street by amplifying activists on the ground 

either through live streams or social media to enable them to tell their story and perspective 

to the whole world. The Collective officially started on September 17, 2011, with the 

Occupation of Liberty Square in downtown Manhattan, NYC and was the first live stream 

channel to cover occupy wall street protests. Since then, the global revolution collective 

helped start countless live streaming channels in all the occupations worldwide with 

technical live streaming assistance, rebroadcasting of live actions worldwide and sending 

live streaming kits to occupy worldwide (Global Revolution, 2011).   

As mentioned in their statement, Global Revolution team members highlight the importance of 

collectivity in recording the Occupation: “‘It’s really important that it’s decentralized so people 

can tell their own stories,’ said Spike. ’We get to report these stories before any mainstream media 

do. We break the news, and they pick it up’” (Captain, 2011). Decentralizing live-streaming with 

several videographers on the ground paved the way to not only produce more live footage from 

more cities and more locations in a city, but also challenge the selection of the “correct” image to 

broadcast on the live-stream channel. Sean Captain likened the case of the Global Revolution live-

streaming team to live broadcasting a football play:  

Like other occupations, Zuccotti has several independent video teams on-site. But this 

cramped room is the heart of the Global Revolution, the live streaming operation that began 

with a single roving camcorder, laptop, and 4G wireless card on Sept. 17 in New York 

City. Now the operation serves as the unofficial (like all things in the Occupy movement) 

media center of the crusade. Think of it as a rag-tag, political version of ESPN’s video 

technicians trying to spot the highlights of pro football on a Sunday” (Captain, 2011). 

Indeed, live-streaming also functions as a tool for activists. As is seen in the footage of mass arrest 

on the Brooklyn Bridge on October 1, 2011, one of the most repeated chants during the OWS 

movement was “The whole world is watching”40 (OccupyTVNY, 2011). The Occupiers were 

referring to the cameras, which were on live-stream, and reminding NYPD officers that they were 

under the surveillance of global citizens, and any kind of human rights abuse would be on record. 

 
40 See “Day 15 – 10/1/11/ Daily Recap | Occupy Wall Street Video” (4’33’’) [Video]: 

https://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=rmzV-mlXHQM (Accessed on December 22, 2018).   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rmzV-mlXHQM
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For instance, Lorenzo Serna—a member of the OWS Media Group and Global Revolution Team—

argued that,  

Part of the goal of a live-stream for Occupy was also a protection against a raid. You know. 

(...) The police know that there was a live feed in the camp, that was there 24 hours a day. 

And so, if they came into smash the camp, it was gonna be live whatever they did (L. Serna, 

December 15, 2016).  

Ultimately, events did unfold as expected, and Serna was at the camp on the evening of November 

15, 2011, when NYPD evicted Zuccotti Park;41 unfortunately, due to technical issues, he was not 

live streaming:  

Lorenzo Serna stayed behind with the OWS camp as it was being stormed on Nov 15th. 

This is what he saw that no one else did. This footage was not able to be live streamed at 

the time because of technical difficulties. This footage is the only known footage of this 

late point in the raid (FluxRostrum, 2011).  

In a recently written blog post six years after the Occupation, Lorenzo Serna reflects on OWS 

based on his memory at the evening on November 17, as an example of what he was actually doing 

in the Global Revolution team, and how it felt him: 

By mix I mean I was monitoring all active live data coming from the ground in multiple 

browser windows, then using tech to capture the images/audio I wanted and mix them into 

a central feed that was populating Global Revolution TV with content. One of the pluses 

of the work is that it provided a bird’s eye view, not only visually, but also the 

conversations happening around the event.  I doubted everyone crossing the bridge knew 

how many people were in front of them, and how many people were behind…you know? 

I also think, that’s almost always true. 

On the evening of the 17th, there was a projection playing on a skyscraper visible from the 

Brooklyn Bridge listing all the occupations worldwide. I was watching via the internet with 

 
41 See “Exclusive Unseen Live stream Footage of the OWS Raid” [Video]: 

https://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=EFeuh322yxE (Accessed on December 22, 2018).   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EFeuh322yxE
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thousands of live viewers. I was trying to mix the best live feeds to show the scope of what 

was happening. 

As everyone moved across the bridge, the live feeds all fluttered and failed, except a lone 

helicopter feed with no audio. On the left of the frame was a mass of police vans, their 

lights flashing, and marching through the vans, countless people, funneling into the 

pedestrian walkway of the Brooklyn Bridge that spit them into Brooklyn, and as they cross, 

they saw the skyscraper with worldwide occupations. The video below shows them go 

wild, and is not a good example of my experience; it is a good example of people marching 

and the people who edited the video together. It is good (Serna, 2017).42   

Moreover, Lorenzo Serna recalls how it was challenging to live-stream back at that time, 

comparing today’s technology with smartphones:  

On the first day of OWS on September 17, I had a laptop around my neck (...) I could see 

and work on it. And my laptop was connected to a person’s camera, and they were filming. 

And my job was to like, make sure about the video was going on to the internet (L. Serna, 

December 15, 2016).  

All during OWS, the occupiers developed new tools to live-stream the movement better. For 

instance, Tim Pool, citizen journalist, was in the group that developed the idea of “Occucopter,” 

which was  

[C]apable of shooting and live-streaming aerial footage of protests. Airspace can 

sometimes be closed during police raids, preventing media helicopters from capturing the 

action or estimating crowd size—not that Pool has access to a helicopter. The Occucopters 

will fly below 400 feet in the air, where FAA airspace begins, and therefore cannot be 

banned (Fox, 2011).  

The concept was simple: Creating an activist tool with cheap and easily accessible materials; in 

other words, hacking toy helicopters by following the instructions: “Still, the AR Drone is simple 

 
42 See “#Occupy Bat Signal for the 99% | Occupy Wall Street video” [Video]: 

https://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=n2-T6ox_tgM (Accessed on January 22, 2018) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n2-T6ox_tgM
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for people who are not hackers, and it is cheap. ‘Right now, it is probably the best bet for the 

occupations,’ said Pool. ‘They can go out and pick one up at the store, and we can email them the 

instructions’” (Captain, 2012). Another argument was that aerial surveillance of the protests and 

its live-streaming could harm the movement: “Certainly, with toys like this, the movement can 

feed the NYPD a taste of its own medicine” (The Big Picture RT, 2012).43  

It is certainly true that a major criticism of video activism is that it provides footage for legal 

prosecutions; in particular, against protestors. This matter is addressed in the next section, where 

ethical dilemmas in recording early twenty-first century social movements are discussed on the 

basis of the argument of producing the counter image of constant police surveillance, and criticism 

related to providing legal evidence for the prosecution of protesters.   

Ethical Dilemmas in Recording Early Twenty-first Century Social Movements 

In the Fire and Wedding exhibition booklet, Ege Berensel—media activist—defines video 

activism as follows: “The video image should be discussed more in terms of visual memory, as 

one factor of a protest, rather than a representation of reality” (Berensel, 2012: 7). His statement 

points to the role of the video image in social movements, and refrains from questioning the idea 

of chasing the truth in activist videos. At this point, it requires an examination of the image 

production in social movements, by interrogating mainly the display of reality and the security of 

protesters in the image. As Gülsüm Depeli also notes, video activists “should always be aware that 

images of people they are recording can be collected by the police or the state; therefore, they 

should manage alternative methods to protect images” (Depeli, 2018: 38). Sibel—a co-founder of 

Seyr-i Sokak—recalls that the police managed to identify protestors in one of their videos from 

their voices even though no faces were visible, which led them to reconsider their visual narrative 

(S. Tekin, personal communication, Mach 1, 2017). In this framework, this section seeks to discuss 

the ethics of image production in the Occupy Wall Street and the Occupy Gezi Park regarding 

three main concepts that I detected concerning the question of security: Authorship—Copyright; 

Editing—“Inappropriate Image”; and Censorship—Anonymity. 

 
43 See “Is OWS now fighting back w/Drones?” [Video]: 

https://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=7BVtlk7TaA0&feature=youtu.be (Accessed January 22, 2018)  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7BVtlk7TaA0&feature=youtu.be
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“Video activism is something that includes political responsibility,” insists Sevgi Türkmen— a co-

founder of Seyr-i Sokak (S. Türkmen, personal communication, March 3, 2017). According to 

members of the collective, their cameras become part of the social movement in their efforts to 

create the counter image of the movement as recorded by the state. Seyr-i Sokak members do not 

differentiate themselves from the protesters, thus their video activism practices are very much 

aligned with recording protests as a protester—so much so that their image politics can be said to 

be highly engaged with their personal involvement in social movements as protesters. Oktay İnce 

clarifies their identification as protesters by differentiating themselves from the NGOization of 

video activism:  

Perhaps I can describe it on the basis of our differences. Video action, the reason we insist 

on calling it video action and not video activism is because I personally object to video 

activism both on a conceptual level and the position it occupies in political struggles. Yeah, 

let me put it that way. Generally, activism is done by people who struggle against issues 

that they don’t personally suffer from. That leads to their professionalization. Let’s not 

look at it in terms of gender but say villagers; if villagers are putting up an ecological 

struggle, ecology activists suddenly appear. People who know about the issue appear, to 

raise awareness, coordinate protests, etc. But their lives aren’t directly impacted by that 

threat—I mean, in the world, globally everyone will be impacted but the impact to these 

people isn’t urgent geographically. This is just an example. Because activism, in a sense, 

evokes a state of professionalism where people in the know usually manage and guide the 

people who actually experience the issue, and this is not really suited to me. The same 

could be said for video activism as well. Video action, for us, is something where action 

and video are irrevocably intertwined (O. İnce, personal communication, March 3, 2017). 

Oktay İnce’s distinction between professionalized video activism and videographer of the 

movement as a protester comes through in Seyr-i Sokak’s approach to image politics as well. 

Instead of shooting a cinematographic view, they mainly seek to capture an unvarnished image of 

the movement as it unfolds and disseminate it as soon as possible. Sevgi Türkmen differentiates 

among the processes of image production for a video, film, and documentary as follows:  
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[W]hen we were making a documentary or filming for a documentary, for instance, it was 

important to capture images that were cinematographic, high quality, etc. But in video 

activism, this wasn’t important. It was more about reflecting what is, as is. Then came the 

need to share that, immediately… Video activism has now become something where you 

quickly record something, share it immediately, spread it across social media platforms, 

and promote it. It’s turned into promoting an image (S. Türkmen, personal communication, 

March 3, 2017). 

Since their images serve as an activist act in and of themselves, disseminating and multiplying 

them is vital. Oktay İnce points to authorship as another difference between their video activist 

practices and professionalized video activism, and describes their approach to copyright as 

follows:  

First of all, we have absolutely no relationship with money. We have nothing to do with 

the bourgeois media or mainstream media. We don’t share images with them, and we 

definitely don’t sell them images. We never would. Only if the images we captured are in 

the interests of the protester’s actions, if they are featured on KanalD or CNNTurk for 

instance—most recently we were following Nuriye Gülmen, many of our images were 

broadcast on mainstream media, both photographs and videos—then we have no objection. 

But this is not a connection that leads to profit. It was necessary for the protester, to have 

their demonstration spread, be heard, and generate public interest, so we didn’t demand 

copyright fees from them; we did it because it was something the protester wanted… And 

so there’s no way we would have a commercial relationship or an image-based relationship 

with the mainstream media (O. İnce, personal communication, March 3, 2017).   

Video activists generally record and store countless hours of images, to produce further videos in 

support of the movement. These are edited videos, where images are contextualized so as to tell a 

story. Consequently, the discussion of ethics in video activism exists also for the editing process: 

“What kind of images does the video activist use?” Unlike the raw visual material immediately 

published on social media, edited videos of protests offer an opportunity to think more about the 

recorded images and create a proper narrative; also, to clean inappropriate images. Obviously, 

“inappropriate” is a rather broad expression; in the case of social movements, it could be said to 
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refer to images that might harm the protest and protesters. Sibel Tekin’s description of her own 

principles in editing reflects how as protesters themselves, Seyr-i Sokak pays attention to the 

security of the protesters:  

There’s been quite a change between when we started out and now. Because I am an editor, 

details matter to me, it’s important to be able to connect backgrounds, but like I said, to 

reduce getting into too many fine details during editing, I record say a press release on a 

single background and upload it like that. Or if there is some action, for instance, there 

could be images that might cause problems that I normally wouldn’t use even if I recorded 

them. But say someone whose face is visible enters the frame throwing a Molotov cocktail; 

as much as I can, I try to stop recording the moment I realize it, thinking nothing should 

happen to them even when the images are confiscated. I mean, sometimes I say to myself 

I’ll record it but not use it, but sometimes it happens that if they confiscate the image or 

the hard drive, things might become difficult for some people. So as much as I can, I record 

images rather than details and try to use them in the editing. There was a voice-related 

problem in a video we had made… The police asked someone “Is this your voice?” It 

hadn’t occurred to me until then that using someone’s voice could harm them. The face 

wasn’t visible so I had no qualms about it, but then I realized that image and voice should 

sometimes be asynchronous. Normally in editing I care about things like rhythm and 

continuity, but when it’s a demonstration it’s not really possible to pay attention to such 

things while recording, and so I don’t pay much attention to them during editing either (S. 

Tekin, personal communication, March 1, 2017).  

One argument about protecting the identity of the protester concerns blurring faces. For instance, 

YouTube developed a particular feature based on demand: “This video blurring functionality 

allows users to blur selected items in their videos, such as faces or other identifying information 

and then delete the copy of the original video hosted on the platform” (Witness, 2016). Yet CCTV 

systems surveil streets all day, every day; moreover, videos that remain from OWS and Occupy 

Gezi Park clearly show that police forces have their own videographers in addition to regular 

monitoring systems. Jaime Taylor, an OWS protester, differentiates between “good recorders and 

bad recorders” based on their image politics, such as turning the camera away when a protester 

comes to harm; she also differentiates between recording without sharing versus immediately 
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publishing the image on social media (J. Taylor, personal communication, November 22, 2017). 

On the matter of providing data for the state, Oktay İnce, an Occupy Gezi Park protester, stresses 

they do not share images with the police, and recalls feeling responsible when an online video was 

used for prosecution by the state:  

Up until now, there hasn’t been a single day where we provided images to the police or the 

police captured us and made copies of our images to use against the protesters. For one 

thing, we were responsible and careful; for another, we did not give up our images even 

when we were arrested. But we had a video on YouTube from the dark night demonstration 

at Tuzluçayır, and the police played the video to someone they arrested and said “This is 

your voice, isn’t it?” I mean during the interrogation, at the police station, and the person 

said “No,” but the fact that one of our published videos was used by the police to accuse 

the protester was bad for us, we felt bad about it (O. İnce, personal communication, March 

3, 2017).  

Additionally, the blurring feature is also a topic of discussion among video activists. Belit Sağ, for 

instance, interprets blurring partly as censorship:  

To be honest, this is not something we want to do. This is a practice we’ve always been 

told we should do, that comes from the video action traditions of the West. There is the 

issue that face blurring can turn into self-censorship (B. Sağ, personal communication, 

September 13, 2017).  

According to Belit Sağ, censorship by blurring is linked to interfering in an image:  

Censorship is a difficult issue. Maybe because it’s about interfering with the image. When 

you blur someone’s face—and this is very much my personal view—you yourself are 

branding that person as unlawful, to some extent. Like, you’ve already defined them as 

such. It’s like how they blur tobacco products on TV [in Turkey], and the only thing you 

look at while you’re watching the movie is the cigarette. The blurred cigarette. So your 

interference in an image draws all the attention there, and criminalizes someone in the 

process. Before the image reaches anyone else, you’ve already criminalized that person. 

The definition of criminalized is so broad; who are you going to blur, who are you not? 
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Are you going to blur someone who throws a stone? Are you going to blur someone who 

throws a Molotov [cocktail]? Are you going to blur someone standing next to the 

barricade? The moment you blur the person standing next to the barricade, people will 

actually look right there. Am I making myself clear? Either you blur everyone—but what 

does that mean, then? These are some questions [that come to mind] (B. Sağ, personal 

communication, September 13, 2017).   

Interestingly, the ethical dilemma in recording early twenty-first century social movements seems 

to come back to its starting point: censorship. As is widely known, video activism in OWS and 

Occupy Gezi Park originated from the need to document the protests in the face of mass media 

censorship, and it is precisely at this point that some video activists question anonymity. It could 

be said that video activists desire to establish a counter-narrative by including the actual actors of 

history; Seyr-i Sokak members, who were also personally engaged with the protests, were open to 

public identification. Sibel affirms that certain individuals and institutions were sometimes 

surprised when they did not ask to be made anonymous, on the contrary, wanted to be identified 

as Seyr-i Sokak video collective members, names included (Ersoy, 2018). In a similar vein, Ersan 

Ocak—scholar and documentary filmmaker—broadens the discussion on anonymity by 

questioning the public legitimacy of the protests:  

I call it an ethical swamp. Everybody turns it into an ethical issue; I mean, the fact that 

people are ethically and politically engaged in something that constitutes a crime. What 

needs to be conveyed is that I don’t think this is an ethical issue; it’s a pretty political one. 

If people are involved in “damaging public property” and they can be identified on captured 

images while engaging in something that constitutes a crime, and if this is out in the open, 

is this right? Of course it’s right. Because what we need to discuss is the struggle for the 

space that damaging public property is a right. I mean, all this enabled us to avoid this 

struggle, which is why it is an ethical swamp. This might sound harsh, but it is what it is. 

And of course we need to look at this; this is quite difficult for the period that we live in. 

There are certain difficulties for the protesters. While they are distinct from the protesters 

from 1968 and 1978, they are distinct in other ways; they have their individualism, a sense 

of self, and collectivity; existing as an individual in the collective—and to me, the funniest 

thing is the selfies and photos people take as memory. Of being a protester. With all their 
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accessories. If there is going to be a discussion about ethics, I think it should begin right 

here (E. Ocak, personal communication, March 7, 2017).  

In his short text entitled Selfie of Act, Oktay İnce first focuses on the differences between live 

streaming and edited videos, and then addresses the issue noted by Ersan Ocak as a selfie of 

protesters as the protesters were recording and broadcasting online in real-time; he also underlines 

how instant transmission during live streaming transmits provides information to both the 

protesters and the police: 

The fact that the images would be edited didn’t determine our image politics during 

recording, but still had an impact; it would be in our minds from the start. Ustream, a live 

streaming service, produced images without any concern for the idea of editing. The time 

that would be used for editing was skipped over, and “the resistance on the streets was 

shown as is” in real time. Live streaming sometimes even provided practical information 

on where the anti-resistance forces were situated. Places where were reinforcements 

needed, streets where the state was lying in wait, locations where people were badly 

wounded, who the police were torturing and how—we were able to see and hear it all live, 

and intervene as appropriate. But obviously, the state also watched the live streams and 

used them for their own benefit. In short, compared to traditional video/action, live 

streaming was operational in real time. Our recordings could be broadcast the next day as 

a news video, or be used in legal proceedings, but couldn’t offer real-time operational 

information. In live streaming videos, “drawbacks” could only be avoided by panning the 

camera and not recording [something]. While we might save the image by doing so, voices 

near and far would still be recorded; that would still be out of our control (İnce, 2017b).  

Since video activism originated from the necessity to document what was not shown on 

mainstream media, Oktay İnce claims that protesters’ efforts to self-record and broadcast—without 

professional help with the camera or editing—is crucial, and thus affirms that the main point of 

selfie of the act is to destroy the third eye that watches from the outside:  

As a concept, the “selfie of the act” fully came into its own as a result of the ubiquity of 

mobile phones, due to which live streaming turned into something completely ordinary that 

requires no expertise or any specific knowledge. If you want to take a memory photo but 
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can’t ask some stranger passing by, the person behind the camera is no longer destined to 

remain outside of the frame thanks to the selfie. The background turned into a “Wolf was 

here” situation that always complements your self-presentation. Whether the background 

we present ourselves against is a nomadic tent or a social demonstration makes no 

difference; we establish a place for ourselves within the event. There are video versions of 

selfies as well, and they are generally made by using the various live streaming possibilities 

on social media (İnce, 2017b). 

Oktay İnce then moves onto talking about security related matters in as they pertain to the selfie 

of the act via live streaming:  

Another technical advantage of live streaming is image security. In particular, if you’re 

live streaming while getting arrested, and if your mobile phone was forcibly seized during 

the arrest, then your images are safe on the internet. This is functional as it can serve either 

as legal evidence or as a way to decipher what was happening to the public (İnce, 2017b).  

Today, for instance, the archive of activist videos that remain from OWS is mainly composed of 

live stream videos mixed by Global Revolution TV. Meanwhile, Lorenzo agrees with the argument 

that “it is obvious that the authorities watch live streamings” (L. Sena, personal communication, 

December 15, 2016). He also adds, “There is so much media now, you cannot control it” (L. Sena, 

personal communication, December 15, 2016), and so protesters should be aware that there are 

cameras, and therefore, if they do not want to be recorded, they should cover themselves: 

It is a security risk, but it is also like a reality now. Police are live themselves. Police are 

filming with better cameras than I have. That is what I see. That is the framework that 

things exist now, and the people should be aware of that. If they are worried about security, 

for being filmed, for live streamer, they should really just be thinking about their wearing, 

how they entered in that action, and be prepared somewhat because someone is going to 

filming them. (…) You can smash the camera. If you want to. And then, there is no footage. 

But now literally everyone is tweeting photos, and Facebook live, sharing videos in real 

time that you cannot do that. You cannot smash a cell phone and be like, ohh the footage 

is gone. That is just absurd. (...) And that is it. Because just cameras are everywhere (L. 

Sena, personal communication, December 15, 2016). 
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Similarly, Gözde Çağrı highlights the importance of being aware of being filmed:  

I don’t think this would be a point of discussion for someone who goes to a demonstration. 

If you’re going to a demo, then it would be against the aim of a demo. You have a demo 

so people hear and see; so you can convey a message. Without cameras, only 10 people 

will see your protest in real time. But when cameras record it, you can show the demo to 

someone 10 years later and say, “In 1995,” for instance, “we did this at the NATO 

demonstrations, we demanded that, we tried to say that.” The camera is important. So I 

don’t even think about it. If someone who comes to a demo doesn’t want to be filmed, I 

mean, then they shouldn’t come (G. Çağrı, personal communication, March 6, 2016). 

“Cameras are everywhere.” A phrase frequently heard in the present day, it refers mainly to city 

surveillance cameras and smartphones. In Turkey, police have a special department called Radio TV 

and Photo Film Branch Office; in addition to CCTV, each protest is recorded by dashcams and hand-

held cameras. It is widely known that there will be various CCTV cameras recording the same urban 

space from different viewpoints. Some of them work silently, others are fixed, and yet some others are 

remotely controlled—they turn, zoom in, zoom out. Naturally, state surveillance poses a series of 

questions regarding the relationship between law and image: What kinds of urban spaces are under 

surveillance? What kinds of surveillance devices are in use? What kinds of images are recorded? How 

are the recorded images used? According to Oktay İnce, image politics of the state revolve around the 

primary concern of not being seen. Therefore, the state encloses the squares as cameras would not see 

them (Ersoy, 2018: 185). It can also be said that the state’s image politics aim to achieve two major 

tasks: surveillance and control. On the one hand, the state records actors who will later be detained and 

charged; on the other hand, it controls the direction of the movement in real time by tracking people 

and providing data to have them arrested before they act (E. Ocak, personal communication, March 7, 

2017). Another member of Seyr-i Sokak, Onur Metin notes that the police have a better view of the 

resistance thanks to their high-quality technical infrastructure, and being able to place cameras at high 

points and critical angles: 

When there is demonstration, there isn’t a huge difference between the images from police 

cameras and our cameras… In the Counter Reflection [Exhibition], we showed Gezi images 

from June 1st. They are quite fascinating, regardless of who recorded them. Images that people 
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came in masses. Indeed, certain images recorded by police cameras are better than ours. They 

show the resistance better than our cameras because they were better placed, on top of poles. 

While our cameras view 20 people recorded from a lower angle, their cameras can view 200 

people from that [the higher] angle (O. Metin, personal communication, March 3, 2017).  

Today, the activist videos recorded, collected, and archived by Seyr-i Sokak, Videoccupy, the 

OWS Media Working Group, and Global Revolution TV depict the counter-image of OWS and 

Occupy Gezi Park. They reveal the heterogeneous characteristics of video activism, which is 

directly related to image politics. Eventually, the debate about the security of the protesters has 

been resolved in the face of state surveillance. Activist videos, which transmit the message of the 

movement, play a role far beyond simple identification purposes and are highly engaged with the 

idea of empowerment. In this framework, the next section addresses different types of activist 

videos, where images tell their own story, since the image is believed to become an activist in and 

of itself.  

Image as Activist 

As social media remarked on recording early twenty-first century social movements, a discussion 

began on defining information communication technologies (ICTs) as good or bad. Yet “[i]t is 

important to remember that technology is neither a positive nor a negative tool” (Gregory, 2005: 

xiii). Meanwhile, video activists are aware that their recording practices should include their 

personal safety. Cizek, a member of the team documenting issues in Myanmar also underlines this 

fact: 

It’s very dangerous to be caught with a camera, almost worse than having a gun. 

Government forces don’t like filming and information collectors. They know technology 

has been improved, and that video can show the truth. The opposing forces also know the 

power of the media (Cizek, 2005a: 40).  

It is on this background that this section will examine the purposes for recording early twenty-first 

century social movements, by focusing on a series of characteristics that activist videos share in 

terms of storytelling, editing, consent of the protesters, adding a watermark, sharing the image on 

social media, and the pornography of violence. 
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WITNESS is one such organization that offers significant resources related to defining video 

activism, in the form of several handbooks in various languages.44 Their definition of video 

activism also includes their mission, based on their image politics:  

WITNESS is a US-based organization that puts video cameras into the hands of human 

rights defenders worldwide and provides training and support so they can create lasting 

change by using powerful imagery and testimony from the frontlines of human rights 

struggles to connect with, and then move to act, audiences both near and far (Gregory, 

2005: xiv).  

WITNESS then describes where video for advocacy can be used: 

 Using video as a grassroots educational or organizing tool in your community or 

with solidarity groups elsewhere. 

 Streaming video on the Internet with associated advocacy campaigns.  

 Presenting focused, action-oriented video to key decision-makers. 

 Submitting video as evidence before a national court, regional body, or 

international tribunal. 

 Submitting video reports before a UN treaty body, special rapporteur or workshop 

group. 

 Producing a video public service announcement. 

 Engaging in a participatory video. 

 Producing a video documentary. 

 Using video as source of news broadcast (Caldwell, 2005: 19).  

Oktay İnce, from Turkey, also agrees that activist videos are somewhere between news video and 

documentary film: “Action videos are video films where protesters and the protest itself present 

themselves through images, not through the videographer or the editor. They are neither news 

videos nor documentary films, but something in between” (İnce, 2017a: 133). Moreover, there are 

various forms of activist videos, including campaign videos, anniversary videos, call to action 

videos, news videos, videos as legal evidence, and documentaries. Yvonne Ng—senior media 

 
44 See “WITNESS Library”: https://witness.org/resources/ (Accessed November 11, 2018) 

https://witness.org/resources/
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archivist at WITNESS—points to the difference between videos as legal evidence and video for 

advocacy as follows: “Using video as evidence is a form of advocacy, but advocacy could be 

outside of a legal system. Like raising awareness… As a postulate like storytelling” (Yvonne, 

2016a).45 Indeed, using video for advocacy seems not to fit in any clear-cut categories, but rather 

spreads across them. Defining the role of the image as activist destroys any concerns related to 

categorizing videos. Looking at the role an image plays in the movement as a storyteller is 

sufficient in determining whether the image is serving as an activist. As Alper Şen affirms in an 

interview, “Once the image of an act enters circulation, the act of that image begins” (Melahat, 

2016), and storytelling through images is based on editing. Editing can be said to be the most 

crucial part in activist videos since it displays the image politics in place.  

While there are various criteria, one of the main concerns about activist videos is that they should 

transmit the spirit of the movement. As Onur Metin says, “Above all, the produced images should 

provide hope and courage. They should be seen in victory” (Metin, 2017: 156). Undoubtedly, “A 

video is only as powerful as its ability to touch the people that watch it, to connect them to the 

experience of the people portrayed in the film, and to motivate them to get involved to make a 

difference” (Caldwell, 2005: 1). Meanwhile, Sevgi Türkmen’s interpretation of activist videos 

refers regard to the power of the image and its temporality:   

But I think in general, the power of the image is very valuable. For the protesters as well. 

When protesters watch themselves, this is very powerful. People who are “exposed to the 

image,” I mean who are watching the image, even if they weren’t involved in the 

demonstration, I bet they feel—especially in images that show conflict, where the protest 

looks strong, just as we are prone to identifying with the protagonist in a movie; we watch 

something and if it’s something we like, the person identifies with the character—and so 

here I think the people who view those images feel the sense of power in the protester. And 

then there will come a time, because that image sticks in people’s minds, there will come 

a time, say a year later, and something else will be done. That feeling will overflow. So I 

 
45 See “Video as Evidence: A WITNESS guide for citizens, activists, and lawyers”: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u5tyXM4i3Uo (Accessed on November 11, 2018) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u5tyXM4i3Uo
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think video action is a political responsibility and valuable (S. Türkmen, personal 

communication, March 3, 2017).   

Here, it makes sense to refer to a video entitled Speakers’ Corner in Gezi Park46 by Architecture 

for All (Herkes İçin Mimarlık) that was published on June 7, 2013, while Occupation Gezi Park 

was still ongoing. The video shows a simple speaker’s corner built from police barricades and a 

sign reading Speakers’ Corner (Serbest Kürsü), where a dozen protesters express their opinions. 

Emre Gündoğdu—a co-founder of Architecture for All recalls the origin of the idea as follows:  

It wasn’t June 1st, it was June 2nd, one day after the occupation; it was actually still ongoing 

somewhat. In parallel, there was the Did Anyone Ask You? (Sana Soran Oldu Mu?) thing 

going on, where people stated their opinions. It was just huge, everybody was 

demonstrating. So we thought, can we do something again to ask people, “What do you 

think?” (E. Gündoğdu, personal communication, March 28, 2017).  

As Emre Gündoğdu notes, Architecture for All produced a series of videos about Gezi Park, before 

the occupation started. One of them was a campaign video called Did Anyone Ask You? (Sana 

Soran Oldu Mu?)47 where visitors to Gezi Park were asked various questions about the Taksim 

Renewal Project. There are also a couple of videos documenting the Gezi Park Festivals48 that the 

Architecture for All team organized to generate public awareness about the Taksim Renewal 

Project. While Architecture for All documented their events, their YouTube and Vimeo channels 

clearly show that they didn’t record any videos of the streets during Occupy Gezi with the aim of 

producing an activist video. Accordingly, and from the perspective of early twenty-first century 

social movements, it can be said that they used video as a tool to collect public ideas, with the aim 

of strengthening the public voice on urban politics. Emre Gündoğdu recalls public participation in 

the video as follows:  

There were sings; Speakers’ Corner, The People’s Voice, things like that. People were like, 

what’s happening here? A couple of people from our group spoke first. Afterwards, people 

 
46 See “Speakers’ Corner in Gezi Park” [Video]: https://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=p_iBrhBPbKs (Accessed 

on January 25, 2018)  
47 See “Sana Soran Oldu Mu?” [Video]: https://vimeo.com/40310708 (Accessed on January 25, 2018)  
48 See “1. Geleneksel Gezi Parkı Şenliği” [Video]: https://vimeo.com/50713135 (Accessed on January 25, 2018)  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p_iBrhBPbKs
https://vimeo.com/40310708
https://vimeo.com/50713135
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took the floor one by one. We didn’t announce it or anything, it was really crowded there 

anyway, we were filming at the start of the pedestrian bridge at Taşkışla that was knocked 

down (E. Gündoğdu, personal communication, March 28, 2017).  

According to Yelta Köm—a co-founder of Architecture for All—, their goal was to create an 

appreciable and provocative video. It can ultimately be argued that video aims to mobilize people 

both by its architectural structure and selected opinions about Gezi Park (Y. Köm, personal 

communication, March 28, 2017). First, a corner built out of police barricades signifies the 

movement’s power in the moment and offers people courage to express themselves freely. Second, 

selected statements mostly reflect the demands of the movement by also referring to the socio-

economic politics at the time. From this perspective, the Speakers’ Corner in Gezi Park video aims 

to mobilize the movement by showing Gezi Park as a free and peaceful space for every social 

group. Additionally, the speakers are ordinary people, which eventually creates an effect on the 

audience who ends up perceiving “the other like me.” Naturally, as Cizek articulates quite well, 

“Audiences often feel comfortable relating to and discussing the issues in a film that presents 

individuals who are similar to them, although not familiar to them as real people” (Cizek, 2005b: 

97).  

Moreover, after Architecture for All published the Speakers’ Corner in Gezi Park video on their 

YouTube channel called News Agency for All (Herkes İçin Haber Ajansı), it was quickly shared 

on Facebook and featured on a mainstream TV channel—CNNTürk—soon after (Y. Köm, 

personal communication, March 28, 2017; E. Gündoğdu, personal communication, March 28, 

2017). Ironically, this was the same TV channel that the term “Penguin Media” originated from 

during Occupy Gezi Park, since they had broadcast a documentary on penguins on the first evening 

of the occupation.  

Naturally, the mass circulation of the video both on the Internet and the mass media raises the 

question of the security for the participants of the movement again. Concerning the consent of the 

recorded people, Emre Gündoğdu argues that it was evident the event was being filmed: “I mean, 

there was a podium and huge cameras facing it; it wasn’t like anyone could have been caught 

unawares” (E. Gündoğdu, personal communication, March 28, 2017). Yelta Köm also notes, “At 

the end of the video, there is a note that says ‘Consent was freely given’” (Y. Köm, personal 
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communication, March 28, 2017). Members of the association claim that this frees Architecture 

for All from any responsibility. Additionally, although they had a Vimeo channel back then, they 

chose to launch a new YouTube channel to both accelerate the dissemination of the image, and 

ensure the video would not be associated with their other projects. Yet after a while, they began to 

upload new videos related to their projects and didn’t update the name of the channel (Y. Köm, 

personal communication, March 28, 2017; E. Gündoğdu, personal communication, March 28, 

2017).  

Presently, Architecture for All has been discussing their own video practices; Yelta Köm, for 

instance, questions their motivations for filming: “I’m not so sure that we record videos with the 

intention of activism” (Y. Köm, personal communication, March 28, 2017). Meanwhile, Emre 

Gündoğdu recalls footage of “the Standing Person,”49 and summarizes their video practices as 

documentation and circulation: “What comes to mind is something along the lines of documenting 

and disseminating a demonstration, an event, or a workshop, and its dissemination” (E. Gündoğdu, 

personal communication, March 28, 2017). From the lens of video activism, it can be argued that 

Speakers’ Corner in Gezi Park is a form of activist video since it documents regular participants 

of the movement with the aim of mobilization, and as noted by Ulus Baker, “Placing the camera 

somewhere and recording the passers-by is already a ‘document’” (Baker, 2017: 230). 

Furthermore, Ulus Baker examines the politics of editing through its aim of establishing a 

narrative: “Making a documentary is more than simply putting documents in order or archiving 

them; it is to go beyond that and make them say something. It is a reconstruction. In a sense, it is 

to re-build” (Baker, 2017: 50). Similar to Baker, Seyr-i Sokak defines their edited videos as 

follows: “Our edited videos are generally videos that recreate the protest visually, rather than 

visuals that serve as news about the protest” (Kolektif, 2017: 143). Fatih Pınar—an Istanbul-based 

photo and video journalist—also affirms the impact of editing on narration: 

Actually, learning how to edit changed my life. You can take a single spectacular photo, 

you can film a single incredible moment. But if you don’t put them together, it is not as 

impactful as the work I do now. That’s how I was different. I went and edited them. In 

 
49 See “#duraninsan” [Video]: https://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=rh7bNf4AZ9w (Accessed on January 25, 

2018)  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rh7bNf4AZ9w
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other words, I told a story; this is how [protesters were] evicted from Gezi [Park]. It wasn’t 

4-5 minutes, or at most, 5 minutes… Why do you watch a movie? Because it starts, it ends, 

and it teaches you something. Or imagine you’re watching a documentary. In those 5 

minutes, you’re actually conveying events that are worth documenting, that’s why it made 

such an impact (F. Pınar, personal communication, March 16, 2017).  

Fatih Pınar makes a distinction between his video-making practices and ordinary documentary 

filmmaking, based on his editing process, which he claims is clearly evident in his activist video 

entitled September 10, 2013. Ahmet Atakan was protestor of Gezi, and he died in Antakia during 

the protests:50 

For instance, there were mad clashes in the streets between the protesters and police. [Tear] 

gas, plastic [bullets] are flying around; everybody is running this way and that. But what I 

do then, when there is a clash, is I put the image of a “high society” woman, clicking her 

heels, who came to Beyoğlu to have fun… [He laughs]. Or the police have started to attack, 

and shopkeepers run to collect their chairs. How is that relevant? But you see the tension 

there. The guy is collecting the chairs, but how? How does he pull down the shutter? (F. 

Pınar, personal communication, March 16, 2017). 

Certain guidelines do exist for producing activist videos. As mentioned above, WITNESS is one 

of the main sources for video activists. Their online library51 features various instructional texts 

and videos, which teach the essentials of making a video for advocacy. While some might criticize 

training as leading to professionalism and homogenization in video activism, filming ethically, 

storing safely, and sharing effectively are still crucial questions for most people who were neither 

previously interested in visual thinking nor part of an activist movement, who simply want their 

voices to be heard through video. In a book edited by WITNESS professionals, Cizek refers to a 

three-act formula for advocacy storytelling:  

Beginning: Set up your story (who? what? where?), and make the audience curious. In an 

analytical film or advocacy-driven film you may set the stage for your argument or pose a 

 
50 See “September 10, 2013. Ahmet Atakan was protestor of Gezi and he died in Antakia during the protests” 

[Video]: https://vimeo.com/74292656 (Accessed on January 24, 2018)  
51 See “WITNESS Library”: https://library.witness.org/ (Accessed January 29, 2018)  

https://vimeo.com/74292656
https://library.witness.org/
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question. Middle: Tell the bulk of the story; go through the arguments or evidence. Engage 

your viewers with a reason to care and to act. End: Conclude it, or “hand it off” to the 

audience (Cizek, 2005b: 78).  

Ultimately, as McLuhan’s famous book “the medium is the message” (1964), Sam Gregory, 

Program Director at WITNESS noted, an image is attributed the activist role by its message:  

There is the question of what message you are sending out: are you representing agency or 

plight, optimism or pessimism, victims or survivors? Are you making the subjects of the 

film look like hapless victims who need to be saved? Or are you giving voice to people… 

giving agency to a community as being capable of being part of the solution? It’s difficult 

when you are looking for donors at the same time, not tapping into pity and charity. But 

it’s a vicious cycle that perpetuates misperceptions if you start to do that. Audiences 

eventually feel tired and manipulated by this imagery, and if you frame the people in your 

video as victims you are disempowering precisely the people whose voices you want to be 

heard (Cizek, 2005c: 176). 

Another discussion on the message of an activist video concerns whether or not to show violence. 

According to Oktay İnce, structuring an activist video on the basis of the atmosphere of the protest 

is vital. This is why Seyr-i Sokak members said they chose not to use voiceovers or music in their 

edited videos; the idea was always to transmit the message of the protest to empower the social 

movement. This is also why they made sure their edited videos depicting violence and police 

brutality did not include fear. Oktay İnce says, “Instead of publishing them online, we can give 

them to the lawyers, to use as legal evidence. But we don’t want to disseminate that feeling [of 

fear] in public” (O. İnce, personal communication, March 3, 2017).  

In a workshop organized by the !f Istanbul Independent Film Festival entitled “Act of Image,” 

Özge Çelikaslan underlines the importance of leaving the recording aside and helping wounded 

protesters they are in solidarity with, even though the camera has become an extension of their 

body (Artan, 2016). As part of the production of the image of violence, Oktay İnce, in his blog 

post, discusses the images disseminated on the Internet after the Ankara Main Train Station 

Explosion—caused more than 100 dead and more than 240 wounded people—on October 15, 

2015. In addition to the main footage remaining from the bomb attack, which displays a group of 
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young people folk dancing (halay) at the moment of explosion and singing “This square is a bloody 

square,”52 there are dozens of footage of dead bodies and wounded people in blood. İnce criticizes 

videographers, who kept recording the streets and the masses in blood in the perspective of ethics 

of video activism and politics of the image:  

Let’s say you were holding a camera and recording the dancing, right before the killers 

[suicide bombers] triggered the explosion. Then the explosion happened. You’re faced with 

the cliché question that journalists, photographers, and recorders always face: “Do you keep 

recording, or do you save lives?” A camera that continues recording here can only have one 

justifiable reason: “To prevent evidence of the massacre from being covered up.” Can you 

imagine a documentary camera here, thinking, “I’m alive and I must start on a documentary 

right this minute,” and [press] record? What is the ethical justification of news cameras? 

“The world should see this incident.” There is urgency to it. A documentary camera that is 

recording can only be part of a journalistic function and urgency. But all of that is second to 

saving a life.  

You recorded everything, what can you show as news? You can show everything that will 

enable people worldwide to perceive the scope of the massacre, without turning the screen 

into a meat market. The appropriate thing to do before leaving the square would be to become 

a protester, get rid of the camera that instant and save lives, and then turn to gathering news 

and evidence. Taking position as a documentary maker or cinematographer there in that 

moment would mean directing your attention and energy to the frame, and a camera that 

stops and records a dismembered body or a wounded person from selected angle kills that 

person a second time. And vice versa with photography… 

We didn’t die in pieces so you could make us into a documentary (İnce, 2015a). 

With regards to the pornography of violence, Cizek quotes Ronit Avni to highlight the aim of 

selecting a violent image as a part of the story told in an activist image:  

 
52 See “Ankara Tren Garı’ndaki patlama anı (Rahatsız edici görüntüler)” [Video]: 

https://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=AdmACm_DBmI (Accessed January 29, 2018)  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AdmACm_DBmI
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If the graphic imagery sheds light on the situation that a certain target audience wasn’t 

aware of, and it doesn’t exploit the people shot in the images, if there is a context then, yes, 

use the image. But if it’s used, for example, in a music video (with no light shed on the 

context) just to shock and titillate then it’s problematic. These are hard questions, because 

the very aim of art is, at times, to shock and titillate. But in an advocacy context, the context 

needs to be provided. Will the audience learn more? How might they weigh in? Will it 

prompt them to do more than just watch the video? (Cizek, 2005: 180). 

Furthermore, adding a watermark in activist videos is another discussion as it is sometimes 

understood as copyright. Indeed, for video activists, adding a watermark or name is perceived as 

claiming the truth. Onur Metin defines the necessity of using a watermark as follows:  

That shows it’s a product with a logo, a video with a logo, and that it was uploaded by 

someone who knows that logo. It shows this is a professional or semi-professional work, 

and should anyone doubt the images, there is someone they can access. Nobody can say 

this image with the Seyr-i Sokak logo is completely fake, because we have the original 

images and any information on that day should they ask for it, and that is ultimately solid 

information (O. Metin, personal communication, March 3, 2017). 

Using a logo is also considered protection against image manipulation. Gözde Çağrı notes there 

are videos on the Internet that are manipulated versions of Seyr-i Sokak recordings: “They edited 

the videos we made, saying ‘This is how we crushed the communists,’ and other things. Like they 

did them. I mean, all of them have the Seyr-i Sokak logo” (G. Çağrı, personal communication, 

March 6, 2017). In contrast, Fatih Pınar does not use a watermark, and says his images have never 

been tampered with:  

Activism is like that. You do that, it’s not for commercial gain. You don’t do it for financial 

gain. You do it with the aim of documenting, archiving, and making a record of the 

country’s agenda and history. So I trust my images. I trust in their value as documentation. 

Anyone who uses it can’t change its value as documentation. This has never happened to 

my images. Yeni Şafak, Akit, Sabah, Star [pro-government mainstream newspapers] or 

whatever, never took one of my photos or videos and used it in opposition to its purpose; 

that’s never happened to me, for instance. But everyone—say I filmed something at 
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Cizre—Evrensel will want it, Cumhuriyet will want it, some other news website will want 

it, someone on twitter will want it, somebody will want it. And they’ll use it. Don’t even 

ask, man; don’t lose any time, just go for it. Evrensel, for instance. They always ask. Now 

I say, ‘Don’t lose time asking me, if it’s for Evrensel you can go ahead and use it.’ The 

same things holds for the people from DİHA and similar places. So I trust my images. My 

images will always serve my purpose. If there was destruction or a massacre at Cizre, it’s 

a photograph of that. In contrast, there is nothing like ‘Oh, look at what they’ve done to 

our police forces.’ That’s why I’m not worried. And it’s never happened, either. (F. Pınar, 

personal communication, March 16, 2017).  

As mentioned above, while Fatih Pınar does not exchange his activist videos for commercial gain, 

he does highlight the importance of claiming the source; he consequently “signs” his videos with 

“Videointerview by Fatih Pınar.” Once, one of his very well-known videos from the last night of 

the occupation in Gezi Park was streamed on a website of a mainstream media newspaper with his 

name removed; he believes this was done so as to avoid copyright fees (Fatih, 2017). Gözde also 

notes the need for solidarity among activist groups, and criticizes the anonymization of the image: 

“I mean, just write it in small text on the bottom, video by Seyr-i Sokak. That’ll increase Seyr-i 

Sokak’s followers a little. Even that’s solidarity” (G. Çarğı, personal communication, March 6, 

2017). 

Ultimately, editing an image seems to play a crucial role in transmitting the core message of the 

protest in terms of image politics. As Ulus Baker succinctly said, “Because the goal is not to make 

a film on politics or about politics, but to make a political film political…” (Baker, 2017: 71). In 

this sense, reproducing the protest in the form of activist videos enables images to serve as sources 

of information, since such videos continue to tell the story of early twenty-first century social 

movements. Accordingly, the next section explores activist videos from the perspective of being 

learning tools that come in various forms, such as documentaries, testimony videos, memorial 

videos, film screenings, and exhibitions.   

Learning from Activist Videos  

In his blog post entitled “bir ‘eylem bilim’ mümkün mü? (is an activismology possible?),” Oktay 

İnce lists a series of questions about studies that research social movements and discusses the role 
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of visual thinking in academia, from the perspective of their activist video practices at Karahaber: 

“Can academia multiply these questions towards an ‘activismology?’ Karahaber’s video texts also 

seek to answer this question” (İnce, 2015b). He also defines opportunities in visual studies on 

social movements as follows: “Since after a while it seems as though the people who carry on do 

so not by looking at themselves but at their own reflections, and the bourgeoise media produces 

these reflections, do the mirrors we hold up to them create an illusion?” (İnce, 2015b). Ultimately, 

learning from activist videos may be considered visual reading, which, according to Ulus Baker, 

included in epistemology: “For Plato, the image was a reflection of an idea, of the boundless, 

divine of the heavens. Today, we don’t have such images: we have recordings… Today, ‘I think’ 

is a spatio-temporal recording (Kant)” (Baker, 2017: 21). From this perspective, this chapter seeks 

to expand the discussion on using activist videos as learning tools in documentary filmmaking by 

reviewing the visual analysis of the TEKEL Resistance that took place in 2009 in Ankara. Given 

that a number of Seyri Sokak and Videoccupy members are involved in the analysis, focusing on 

the TEKEL Resistance to study their image politics is no coincidence. This chapter also examines 

a series of practices concerning the function of activist videos at a public film screening, on social 

media, and in exhibitions.  

As illustrated by Nuray Türkmen, “the TEKEL Resistance is a process that emerged as a result of 

privatization practices [of factories], and truly set off when workers arrived in Ankara on 

December 15, 2009” (Türkmen, 2012: 28); it lasted 78 days. According to Türkmen, TEKEL 

workers involved in the movement had gained awareness during the resistance, based on their 

experiences in Ankara, and her study entitled “Eylemden Öğrenmek: TEKEL Direnişi ve Sınıf 

Bilinci (Learning from Activism: TEKEL Resistance and Class Consciousness)” focuses on 

gathering protestor opinions so as to understand the movement by looking at its actors. In addition 

to participatory observation, interviews with the protesters, and photos, Türkmen used video 

footage remaining from the resistance. From the same footage archive, the Artıkişler Collective—

that is also a member of Videoccupy—made a documentary film entitled “The Tekel Workers’ 

Resistance,” which is a visual reading of the history of social movements in Turkey, and the 

TEKEL Resistance was used as a narrative in terms of history writing. Accordingly, the visual 

study by Artıkişler can also be seen as an ethnographical study.  
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In addition, Oktay also illustrates the relationship between academic research and the image in his 

text entitled “Sosyal Bilim ve İmaj (Social Science and Image)” through a review of Türkmen’s 

study on the TEKEL Resistance. According to Oktay İnce:  

Of the images from the study, while photographs can be directly printed and become part 

of the book, videos obviously have no chance of being published in it as visual material. 

So the relationship between a research study and video is that it [the video] functions as a 

technical memory that can be referred to later. If it [the study] includes videos and 

interviews, these will be treated as tape recordings or sound recordings. Visuals of the 

environment can be used in a book to describe the setting, offer formal impressions, and 

compare the consistency between narratives and visuals, to see whay matches. A recorded 

image includes information that may not have been the focus at the time of recording, 

which becomes information we can sit down and read when there is no time urgency (İnce, 

2017d).   

Watching the documentary produced by Artıkişler, certain aspects of early twenty-first century 

social movements come to the fore, such as the bargaining between the police and the protesters, 

police announcements and protesters’ slogans, which provide information on the link between the 

past to the present and make it possible to make predictions for future social movements. For 

instance, in Section 4 entitled “Come and get us out” in the TEKEL documentary mentioned above, 

there is a police announcement that shows the state’s short-lived tolerance of the protest and gives 

them time to leave the public area: 

I am warning you; this protest is a hazard to civic order and public safety. Please leave your 

place as quickly as possible. If this area is not cleared by 15:00, you will be removed by 

force. If you resist and are present in the crowd, you will be taken under custody. I am 

warning you for the last time. Especially women and people who have nothing to do with 

the protest, please leave the area. If you don’t, you will be removed by force, as I said 

(Artıkişler Collective, 2016).  

As is seen, the police announcement addresses people who are crossing through that particular 

public area. Although the police warn the public to stay out of the protest, this actually aims to 

marginalize the protester groups. Another announcement made during the TEKEL Resistance, 
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“Normal citizens, get lost! (Normal vatandaşlar kaybolsun!)” (Artıkişler Collective, 2016), has a 

similar aim. It also re-illustrates the boundaries of the rights of protesters as citizens, juxtaposing 

normal versus deviant citizens. Ulus Baker interprets this police announcement, which was also 

very common back in 1990s, as follows:    

A police announcement, “Normal Citizens, Get Lost!”… was heard in the center of Ankara. 

Citizens who were not “normal” were probably the ones surrounded by layers of police 

forces and the water cannons. The state obviously wanted them “lost” (which requires no 

special talent) and disperse them as quickly as possible. But this was the first time we 

learned through a police announcement geared to “normal” citizens that people on the 

busiest squares and streets in cities have to “get lost,” “run away,” or in other words, simply 

disappear (Baker, 1996).  

Activist videos also provide an opportunity to analyze slogans to understand the demands and 

mood of the protests. For instance, the TEKEL workers’ engagement with the movement and their 

determination to stand for their rights can be clearly observed in the footage used in the TEKEL 

documentary, through chants such as, “No turning back even in death!,” “Resisting workers will 

win!,” and “We will not give in to repression!” From this perspective, audiovisual materials that 

remain from early twenty-first century social movements can be considered the main source to 

track the temporality of slogans over the years. Slogans offer essential elements concerning the 

temporality of a movement that are obviously seen—and heard. They include both the memory of 

the social movements, and the rhythm of the protests. Chanting the same slogans at different time 

periods, to protest different social causes, illustrates their roles as a reminder of similar cases in 

the past. For instance, in Section 6 of the documentary entitled “Spray if you will,” protesters chant 

one of the remarkable slogans from Occupy Gezi: “Spray if you will, spray pepper gas if you will! 

Take off your helmet, leave your baton, let’s see who’s braver!” (Artıkişler Collective, 2016).  

Indeed, temporality has a significant place in recordings of the early twenty-first century social 

movements. First of all, there is no way to predetermine how long a movement might continue. 

Secondly, there is no way to detect when an image might transform into an activist image and 

transmit a message. For instance, the video series produced by the Artıkişler Collective that 
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focuses on the TEKEL Resistance in Ankara in 2009-2010 include footage of Ethem Sarısülük,53 

which was discovered after his untimely death. The video starts with an optical view of the 

protesters in the square—chatting, chanting, dancing the halay—then ends with Ethem, as he 

wandered around in his red pullover.  

Similarly, the case of Sıla Abalay presents how an activist video can be revitalized after years have 

passed. On December 28, 2014, Seyr-i Sokak posted a mobilizing video for Berkin Elvan’s54 

birthday gathering.55 The same video was reposted on May 6, 2017, on another YouTube channel, 

with the objective of disseminating the news that Sıla Abalay has been killed.56 Hence, the message 

of the activist video was transformed from mobilizing for Berkin Elvan into mobilizing for Berkin 

Elvan and Sıla Abalay. Indeed, video activists often recognize a dead person in their video 

recordings. When that happens, memorial videos are produced; Gözde Çağrı defines this kind of 

activist videos as follows:  

It happened numerous times. People we recorded without knowing who they were, then 

die and we encounter them in memorial photographs [and say] “Yeah, I remember this 

person.” Eylem Ataş, Şafak, Bahtiyar. They are all people who coincided with our cameras. 

But we didn’t know who they were back then” (G, Çağrı, personal communication, March 

6, 2017).  

Activist videos are also used at public film screenings, which can be considered as part of dealing 

with mass media censorship. Even though the internet democratizes communication and Twitter 

enables people to stream their own news, there is always the question of dissemination: First, one 

can only view what is already available on the internet, and if internet connections are disabled, 

there is no streaming news online. Second, one can only view what is on their newsfeed, depending 

on which accounts they follow, and if an account has little public attention, certain news might 

never make it out of the depths of the internet. Finally, streets are the essential scenes of a 

 
53 See “ethem (14. gün – 14th day) [Video]: https://vimeo.com/136995276 (Accessed November 11, 2018) 
54 Berkin Elvan was shot during the Occupy Gezi Park protests, and he died after following a 269-day coma, 

when he was 15 years old.  
55 See: “#BerkinElvan Doğum Günü Çağrısı” [Video]: https://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=eGfpyyZTx00 

(Accessed January 31, 2018)  
56 See “Sıla Abalay’ın Berkin Elvan’ın Doğum Günü Çağrısı” [Video]: 

https://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=6ntlg-Bo674 (Accessed January 31, 2018) 

https://vimeo.com/136995276
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eGfpyyZTx00
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6ntlg-Bo674
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resistance, where people come together and discuss the future collectively, based on any recently 

received information. To this end, in December 2015, Barış İçin Kadın Girişimi (Women for Peace 

Initiative) organized a series of screenings in the streets of Istanbul to disseminate images recorded 

in the Kurdish region—southeastern Turkey—during the curfews that continued on-off between 

August 16, 2015 and August 16, 2016.57 A spokeswoman explains the objective of screening 

images made in lands far away from Istanbul as follows: 

An expanding blockade and resistance is different wherever it happens, but it is also the 

same. This is why we bring you the voices of women from Cizre and Silopi. We bring you 

their voices and their stories. Because the voices of women from Cizre and Silopi are also 

the voices of women in Nusaybin, Silvan, Sur, Derik. As bombs fall into our lives, as we 

remain unable to find a way out here as well, as we are apparently unable to live without 

war, we lend our ears to the voices of women from Cizre and Silopi, so that the cities we 

live in don’t distance themselves from the sounds of war, of bombs, and of violence; and 

so that they cannot distance themselves from the war and the resistance (Barış İçin Kadın 

Girişimi, 2015).58 

As is widely known, using video as an ethnographical research methodology is a common strategy 

in the human rights movement. In this sense, local people who are witnesses are brought together 

through interviews—oral history studies. For instance, the Truth Justice Memory Center (Hafıza 

Merkezi) has a database on enforced disappearances in Turkey,59 and they investigate cases by 

conducting interviews with witnesses in the relevant regions. Özlem Kaya—from the Memory 

Studies Program—describes the content of the interviews as follows:  

Then we record audio and video of all those interviews. To say a little about the interview 

content; we actually ask for more than the loss or information about the loss. We ask [for 

information] both about the person who was disappeared, and the life they had before they 

 
57 See “Curfews between August 16, 2015 and August 16, 2016 and civilians who lost their lives”: 

http://en.tihv.org.tr/curfews-between-august-16-2015-august-16-2016-and-civilians-who-lost-their-lives/ (Accessed 

January 31, 2018) 
58 See “Kadınlar Cizre ve Silopi’yi anlatıyor – Barış İçin Kadın Girişimi” [Video]: 

https://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=9XPt--KGfwE (Accessed January 31, 2018) 
59 See “Zorla Kaybedilenler – Forced Disappearance”:  http://www.zorlakaybetmeler.org/  (Accessed January 

31, 2018) 

http://en.tihv.org.tr/curfews-between-august-16-2015-august-16-2016-and-civilians-who-lost-their-lives/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9XPt--KGfwE
http://www.zorlakaybetmeler.org/
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were disappeared. We ask for details that will flesh that person out, all the information the 

person we are interviewing wants to tell us about their life. We believe that the 

disappearance impacts not only the person who was disappeared but also their family…  

(Ö. Kaya, personal communication, April 3, 2017).  

Moreover, Özlem Kaya states that if interviewees give consent, interview videos are added to the 

database. As Kerem Çiftçioğlu—director of the Dissemination and Advocacy Program—affirms, 

they also produce short videos from the interviews and publish them on their Vimeo channel (K. 

Çiftçioğlu, personal communication, March 8, 2016). These videos may also be considered activist 

videos, since they transform an image—the interview—into a storytelling tool on the internet that 

is circulated on social media. Kerem Çitfçioğlu states that they share their videos on Vimeo via 

Twitter and Facebook because they do not want the content to stay on a stable database; they 

consider Twitter and Facebook constant circulation tools (K. Çiftçioğlu, personal communication, 

March 8, 2016).  

Furthermore, a series of resistance exhibitions were organized as a platform to screen. Exhibitions 

related to Occupy Gezi Park were held right after protesters were evicted from parks and squares 

both in Istanbul and other cities in Turkey. One of the primary compositions, called “Gezi: The 

Beginning,” opened in September 2013 at DEPO;60 it included activist videos and footage recorded 

by Videoccupy. Merve Erol—text editor of “Gezi: The Beginning”—explains that their intention 

was more about informing foreigners visiting Istanbul. In his opinion, narrating the Occupy Gezi 

Park movement to Istanbulites was not part of the plan, since they had already lived it; rather, the 

contribution of the exhibition was as follows: “Pro-government media is trying to keep Gezi in the 

news and decontextualize it by orienting [the movement] into one aspect. This exhibition can be 

considered as memory and agenda against to this official propaganda” (Çağlar, 2013). Another 

striking resistance exhibition hosted in Istanbul in the aftermath of Occupy Gezi Park was the 

“Disobedience Archive (The Park),”61 opened in April 2014 at SALT Beyoğlu, and it mainly 

showcased activist videos remaining from various social causes throughout the years. The 

 
60 See “Gezi: The Beginning”: http://www.depoistanbul.net/en/activites_detail.asp?ac=95  

(Accessed June 12, 2018)  
61 See Figure 10: “Disobedience Archive (The Park)” Exhibition 

http://www.depoistanbul.net/en/activites_detail.asp?ac=95
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exhibition room62 was designed as a living room where one can watch videos individually, and it 

calls to mind—and challenges—the idea of a non-televised revolution. Marco Scotini, who co-

curated the exhibition, indicates that apart from the content in the videos, the exhibition sets the 

fundamental question on the definition of images, provides a platform to discuss the role of activist 

videos, and diversified approaches in video activism:  

They act as devices of profanation and claim an experimental potential with respect to 

political directions or commands. They map out the politics of immanence, never given 

once and for all, but as something that is consistently conquered via the pragmatics of 

experience. We still do not have a good name for the images of this film: how about 

“disobedient images”? (Scotini, 2014: 4).  

Figure 10 “Disobedience Archive (The Park)” Exhibition 

 
 
Source: https://herkesicinmimarlik.org/en/calismalar/disobedience-archive-park/  
(Accessed November 11, 2018)  

Naturally, the rebellious echo of Occupy Gezi Park paved the way for flying the images abroad, 

and one of the remarkable exhibitions outside of Turkey was “77/13: The Political Art of 

 
62 See “Disobedience Archive (The Park)”: http://herkesicinmimarlik.org/calismalar/itaatsizlik-arsivi-park/ 

(Accessed June 17, 2018)  

https://herkesicinmimarlik.org/en/calismalar/disobedience-archive-park/
http://herkesicinmimarlik.org/calismalar/itaatsizlik-arsivi-park/
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Resistance in Turkey” at NGBK in Berlin in 2015.63 The artist Sencer Vardarman contributed to 

the exhibition with a video art entitled “Visual Archive of the Gezi Park Protests,”64 where one can 

access background information and memorable images from the occupation in June 2013. 

Vardarman affirms that using the concept of the archive is a methodology of his narrative, and the 

artwork does not claim any concrete representation of the movement:  

What I apply here is kind of disguising. My works transform scientific methodology into an 

aesthetical coding of visual material. Thus, they achieve the power of convincing, the trust that 

they [scientific methodology] provide. Indeed, they are not [concrete representations]. They 

might aim to initiate an interrogation regarding the content, and they aim at a certain level of 

persuasiveness, but they shouldn’t be [trustworthy] actually (S. Vardarman, personal 

communication, June 28, 2016).  

Figure 11 “Visual Archive of the Gezi Park Protests’ at ‘77/13: The Political Art of Resistance in 

Turkey” Exhibition 

 
 
Source: Sencer Vardarman Archives  

By reflecting on the three examples of resistance exhibitions mentioned above, it is possible to 

determine three different uses of raw image: a) Displaying local footage recorded by activist cameras, 

 
63 See Figure 11: “Visual Archive of the Gezi Park Protests at 77/13: The Political Art of Resistance in 

Turkey” Exhibition  
64 Visual Archive of the Gezi Park Protests: http://dismagazine.com/bb9/vardaman/#0  

(Accessed June 17, 2018) 

http://dismagazine.com/bb9/vardaman/#0


 129 

b) Presenting the interaction of footage recorded by activist cameras in different geographies and time 

zones, and c) Transforming footage into artwork. Indeed, diversified use of images does not take away 

from their common purpose: Displaying the truth. Since truth is often attached to the notion of 

objectivity, the truth in an image is always questioned. 

Positioning activist videos in art is something that has been widely questioned as to what interests they 

serve. Belit—videomaker with the Artıkişler Collective—states that she has been reconsidering her 

participation in art exhibitions, because she has observed that the video art produced from activist 

videos threatens to decontextualize the movement. She believes that it is essential to answer the 

following question: “When I install an activist video in an art milieu, rather than presenting a profit 

only to the artist, can I achieve to provide a new form of acting to the video? (B. Sağ, personal 

communication, September 13, 2017). In this vein of thinking, the exhibition organized by Seyr-i 

Sokak, “Counter Reflection,” displays a crucial aspect in using activist videos in art.  

“Counter Reflection,” organized by Ankara-based video activist collective Seyr-i Sokak in 2015, 

brought the resistance on June 1, 2013 in Ankara, back to the city. This was the day that Ethem 

Sarısülük was shot on the street, as he protested in support of the Occupy Gezi Park movement. The 

exhibition was composed of footage recorded by police cameras on June 1st and taken from the court 

files of Ethem Sarısülük. In this manner, “Counter Reflection” differs from all other resistance 

exhibitions that focus on the Occupy Gezi Park movement, as it questions a) the relationship between 

law and image, b) social memory, and c) image politics from the perspective of the state.  

By organizing a resistance exhibition with images recorded by police cameras and taken from court 

files, Seyr-i Sokak demolished individual profits and put the focus entirely on the social movement. 

Additionally, even though it was called an exhibition, Oktay claims that “Counter Reflection” is not 

video art (Seyr-i Sokak Collective, 2015b).  

An exhibition on the pro-Occupy Gezi Park movement in Ankara was organized with Seyr-i Sokak’s 

activist videos as well. Indeed, the real motivation behind using raw material recorded by police 

cameras is to start a discussion on the historical importance of images recorded by the state from the 

perspective of social struggles. In their exhibition flyer, Seyr-i Sokak states their aims as follows:  
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Basically what we wanted to do with the Counter Reflection Exhibition was to serve the footage 

captured by the police and surveillance cameras to the public, regardless of how and by whom 

they were recorded, for they construct the memory of social struggle from another point of view 

and yet they are left out of court files and kept out of sight on trials (Seyr-i Sokak Collective, 

2015a).65   

To this end, the exhibition hosted 19 videos focusing on different milieus of the state’s image politics: 

CCTVs and dashcam, the streets; hand-held cameras, the body; courtroom, the law. In addition, the 

exhibition had transcriptions of police radio channel dialogues, which display how real-time 

surveillance of the streets has a powerful impact on controlling the direction of the movement.  

Consequently, today, there is a bulk of video materials recorded during early twenty-first century social 

movements based merely on the urge to document, that were produced in different forms: civic 

journalism, video activism, documentary filmmaking, etc. They are decentralized, a large portion of 

them is still available online, and their number keeps growing every day. An enormous number of 

images keeps seeping into social memory through various encounters online and off—on social media 

platforms and at public events. Additionally, moving images have been in use in visual studies, visual 

ethnographies, visual sociology, etc. Indeed, according to Ulus Baker, we have become more 

accustomed to audio-visual information:  

I believe there is no sharp distinction between audio-visual media and textual-visual 

media… The first has become more like general culture—constantly, we are reading less, 

watching more… But this is not passivization… There is not such an a priori situation… 

People have been thinking more with images; with cinema (newsreels, documentaries and 

the huge cinematographic world) for a decade; with television for fifty years; with video, 

which can be distinguished as “self-recordings”… We need to admit that the biggest Idees 

(a la Hegel) are mainly audio-visual (Baker, 2017: 39-40).  

From the perspective of questioning image politics in social struggles, video activism performs 

testimony of image, genuinely exposing the testimony of video activists. It means that activist 

video testimony does not necessarily represent objectivity. On the contrary, the person recording  

 
65 See Figure 17: “Counter Reflection Exhibition Flyer”.  
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Figure 12 Counter Reflection Exhibition Flyer 

 
 
Source: Seyr-i Sokak Archives 
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determines what to look at. In fact, their testimony is directly related to how they personally engage 

with socio-political causes. Since many video activists claim that they follow the ideology of Dziga 

Vertov by recording “life as it is” (O. İnce, personal communication, March 3, 2017), their personal 

engagement does not play a role in questioning the truth in the image. Their testimony is not 

objective; the fact is recorded as it is. Their personal involvement lies in directing the optical lens 

by holding the camera toward certain points in the interest of the protesters. In one video edited by 

Seyr-i Sokak, the indispensable role of having multiple optic views so as to be able to create the 

counter image from various aspects is very clear.66 For instance, in a video recorded during the 

“Peace March” on July 25, 2015, at the 6:04 mark, we hear police questioning the video recorder 

while we are viewing arrested protesters on the screen. At the 10:37 mark, footage from another 

camera starts to play, and it includes an image of the first video recorder as she was questioned by 

the police officers.  

To sum up, this chapter examined image politics in video activism from the perspective of creating 

the counter image with the aim of producing an image of the truth by mainly focusing on video 

activist practices that took place in OWS in New York, and Occupy Gezi Park in Istanbul. 

Accordingly, it first addressed the heterogenous culture of video activists by introducing different 

structures of their practices; second, it elaborated on the ethical dilemma in recording early twenty-

first century social movements by answering the question of security with regards to authorship 

versus copyright, editing versus “inappropriate image,” and censorship versus anonymity; third, it 

examined the role of the image as activist by analyzing attributions made to it once it began to be 

circulated online and screened publicly; and finally, it reviewed activist videos as essential 

information sources for visual thinking.  

Naturally, the enormous number of images produced paved the way for numerous documentary 

films, composed of raw footage that remains from OWS and Occupy Gezi Park. Using mainly 

materials recorded by the OWS Media Working Group, Marisa made a documentary film as well: 

“All Day All Week: An Occupy Wall Street Story.” From her interpretation of her video activist 

practices, it seems as though Marisa considers documentary filmmaking as history-writing:  

 
66 See “Barış Yürüyüşü Polis Saldırısı – 25 Temmuz 2015, Ankara” [Video]: 

https://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=v20jQ6zCbBQ (Accessed June 17, 2018) 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v20jQ6zCbBQ
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There is also like just the historical memory. What I was trying to do, making like the 

Occupy film for instance. Just add to the history, and you know. Have something like that 

is educational, can be used for future generations to understand... (Marisa, 2016). 

At this point, it is worth elaborating on the vivid discussions among the members of Seyr-i Sokak 

and Artıkişler Collective. Ever since these groups started to record during Occupy Gezi Park, they 

have been examining the following question: Is it possible to make a documentary film of Occupy 

Gezi Park, or not? The discussion mainly focuses on representation from the perspective of image 

politics. Özge Çelikaslan and Alper Şen, for instance, clearly refer to the autonomous online media 

archive established by the Artıkişler Collective, and seem to be in favor of establishing an archive 

to host countless videos instead of making particular films:  

Is it possible to make a cinema movie or a documentary film about Gezi? Even if the first 

answer is yes, a second answer to this question would be “no for now.” Make one film, 

tens or hundreds of films, or create an ocean that will clear space to make it possible for 

videos and other visual productions? (Çelikaslan and Şen, 2016b: 221).  

On this background, the autonomous archiving of activist videos remaining from the Occupy 

movements in New York and Istanbul will be examined in the next chapter. First, the idea of 

grassroots archiving with the aim of documenting history in real time will be addressed; next, the 

autonomous archival practices observed during OWS and Occupy Gezi Park will be discussed; 

and finally, classical concepts of archiveology such as authenticity-authorship, collection policy-

curatorship, storage-virtual space, and access-security will be reviewed. 
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Autonomous Media Archives  

Archiving aims to collect, preserve, and reconfigure historical information and various forms of 

memory, and as such, is a concept strictly related to modernity. It contains within it the essential 

elements for history writing, because history writing can only be achieved through the print, audio, 

visual, and oral materials that archives provide (Merewether, 2006: 10). Featherstone noted that 

“[t]he archive, then, was also a crucial site for national memory” (2006: 592) for the education of 

desirable citizens, while Schwarzt and Cook have said, “archives have the power to privilege and 

to marginalize. They can be a tool of hegemony; they can be a tool of resistance” (2002: 13). 

Consequently, it is worth asking: Whose memories do we encounter in archives? Who keeps the 

records of marginalized groups, such as ethnical and religious minorities; workers, feminist, and 

LGBTIQ movements? More importantly, “Who owns their history?” (Jimerson, 2006: 31). As 

Flinn states, “It has already been suggested that it is important that archives and heritage should 

aim to representative and inclusive of all and not exclude and marginalize some sectors of society” 

(Flinn, 2007: 159), and autonomous archives play a crucial role in achieving this task. As Jimerson 

affirms: 

Howard Zinn challenged archivists a generation ago to compile documentation of “the 

lives, desires, and needs of ordinary people.”… But archival repositories still need to turn 

their attention to collecting and preserving the records of ordinary people. These forgotten 

voices continue to represent an undocumented texture in our social fabric (Jimerson, 2007: 

269).  

Flinn puts the essential focus on history writing by questioning social memory:  

Perhaps we could ask ourselves whether we would really wish our own lives to be 

understood in these terms. Do we really want a social history of society which is empty of 

its people and which does not reflect real lives and experiences because that is the sort of 

history the use of formal archives often produces? (Flinn, 2007: 160).  

In this conceptual framework, it can be said that archives are the state’s apparatus that seek to 

illustrate the borders of “eligible citizenship.” It must be noted, however, that an archive is 

differentiated from a random collection or a library, as it denotes the collection of written, audio, 
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and visual materials within a conceptual framework. In other words, an accumulated pile of 

materials is not an archive. On the contrary, an archive is established by gathering together and 

classifying particular materials within a conceptual order according to a goal. Its conceptual 

borders are often limited by state ideology, which is naturally a national narrative about historical 

“sovereigns.” Thus, it can be said that archives play a crucial role in transmitting “state-approved” 

knowledge to future generations. In this sense, as Ozban notes, archives cannot be likened to spaces 

where any kinds of materials are housed. Indeed, “the ideas of preservation and archiving are 

deeply related to debates around memory and history since the very composition of archive as a 

socio-political repository is based on a mechanism of inclusion and exclusion simultaneously” 

(Ozban, 2014: 5).  

State apparatuses, as Althusser defines them, are divided into two: the repressive apparatus and 

the ideological apparatus. In Althusser’s thinking, “courts, fines, prisons, and the various 

detachments [corps] of the police” (Althusser, 2014: 65) represent the State Repressive Apparatus. 

Althusser also claims that “[i]deology does not exist in the ‘world of ideas’ conceived as a ‘spiritual 

world.’ Ideology exists in institutions and the practices specific to them” (Althusser, 2014: 156). 

In this vein, he argues that “the Church, the schools, news, and information, and so on” (Althusser, 

2014: 108) depict the State Ideological Apparatus. Althusser describes the functioning of the 

ideological apparatus as follows:  

Of course, these apparatuses and their practices take as their objects and objectives the 

individuals who occupy the posts of the social-technical division of labor in production and 

reproduction. Ideology therefore exists, by way of ideological apparatuses and their 

practices, precisely in the practices of these individuals. I say their practices: this includes 

both what are called their “ideas” or “opinions,” including their “spontaneous” “ideas” 

about the practice (productive, scientific, ideological, political, and so on) that the division 

of labour assigns them, but also their “customs” or “habits,” that is, their concrete 

comportment, whether “conscious” or “unconscious” (Althusser, 2014: 156). 

Moreover, for a very long time, classical historians considered archives the “sites of truth” since 

they would refer to archives to validate their history writing (Ozban, 2014: 5). In his book 

Archaeology of Knowledge, Michel Foucault compared archival study with the practice of learning 
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the past through materials remaining from historical incidents. In this framework, “the archaeology 

of knowledge” aims to expose how the conception of history is built through archives, and how 

archives shape our relationship with the past by re-founding history depending on archival 

research. According to Foucault, the archive determined both the spoken and the unspoken; in 

other words, it includes what is and what is not recorded as a historical incident. Foucault thus 

sought to highlight the role of the archive in a structure of governing social values and opinions, 

through the analogy of archaeology. “It is known that true knowledge of history depends on 

firsthand original documents, namely archival documents. There can be no history writing and no 

clarification as to what really happened in history without documents” (İsmet Binark, 1994 quoted 

in Ahıska, 2006: 14). 

Presently, “the everyday has become archivable and everybody is an archivist in one way or 

another” (Ozban, 2014: 5). Thus, as Derrida states in his book Archive Fever, “nothing is less clear 

today than the word ‘archive’” (Derrida, 1998: 90). In her study, Ozban examines the various 

approaches to archiveology as follows:  

There are various approaches to archives as a study. Merewether places more emphasis on 

the intermediary nature of archives for the construction of history and historical knowledge.
 

Bradley prefers to describe archives as the “traces of the past” or “evidences”
 
due to her 

position against positivist notions of archives as the absolute sites of objective reality, and 

argues that they have the possibility to “reconstruct and represent the stories of the past.” 

In line with Merewether and Bradley, Antoinette Burton also focuses on the production of 

archives and claims that “all archives come into being in and as history as a result of 

specific political, cultural, and socioeconomic pressures which have traces and which 

render archives themselves artefacts of history.” As such, archives can be conceived as a 

product of socio-political and economic processes through which a certain comprehension 

of truth and remembrance is consolidated and circulated. Carolyn Hamilton also mentions 

this very precise role of archive by pointing out that archives do not only have a dynamic 

relationship with the past and the present, but also with “the fate of regimes, the physical 

environment, the serendipity of bureaucrats, and the care and neglect of archivists.” As we 

see from the briefly stated approaches above, archives’ relation to the past or history and 

memory is as complicated as the term itself (Ozban, 2014: 6).  
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Moreover, postmodernism—itself a poststructuralist concept—opened the discussion for history 

writing, including the norm of the archive. Given the perception that history is written by the 

“winners,” a critique by modernism poses quite a simple question: Who are the “losers?” The 

“losers” are usually individuals, groups or corporations that are perpetually avoided by the state. 

In a straightforward definition, they are “ineligible citizens.” In broader terms, they are minorities, 

migrants, the forcibly displaced… In a Foucauldian approach, neither recording nor narrating their 

stories is desired. Any historical note in an archive translates to acknowledgement by the state. In 

this critical framework, today, the archive has shed its past static characteristics and evolved into 

a “living organism” that serve as a center of social history, and generate new perspectives to 

discuss regarding, among others, accessibility, accountability, sustainability, participation, 

collaboration, and contribution. The advent of the digital age has also facilitated documentation 

through mobile devices, enabling individuals, groups or corporations that cannot find a place in 

institutional narratives to document their own struggles and establish their own archives, with the 

aim of transmitting the knowledge to future generations. Consequently, it is important to elaborate 

on the emergence of grassroots archiving and documenting history in real time, including the role 

of digital tools, such as smartphones, internet, and social media.  

As Clay Shirky states, “(…) social media have become a fact of life for civil society worldwide, 

involving many actors—regular citizens, activists, nongovernmental organizations, 

telecommunication firms, software providers, governments” (Shirky, 2011). This resulted in the 

rapid and enormous growth of the networked population, which paved the way for a participatory 

means to access information and engage in public speech, and an opportunity to undertake 

collective action (Shirky, 2011). According to the Two-Step Flow of Communication theory 

developed by the sociologists Elihu Katz and Paul Lazarsfeld (Katz and Lazarsfeld, 1955), mass 

media lacks the power to change people’s mind by itself; it first influences opinion leaders, and 

then flows to their friends, family members, and colleagues. In the present day, the second step is 

fulfilled by the internet in general, and by social media in particular: “As with the printing press, 

the Internet spreads not just media consumption but media production as well—it allows people 

to privately and publicly articulate and debate a welter of conflicting views” (Shirky, 2011). The 

power of opposition partly arises from the success of establishing networks (Çoban, 2014). In this 

context, combining conventional network structures with digital ones make it possible to organize 
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an efficient and mobile network. This new network’s structure is hybrid and formed essentially 

with the combination of social media activists, and masses of activists on the streets (Çoban, 2014).  

Today, archiving has become one of the most visible parts of activist practices because activist 

archivists claim “social justice” in their autonomous archiving practices. “In its broadest reading, 

social justice concerns the distribution of power and wealth in society” (Duff et al., 2013: 321). 

Moreover, “[i]n the words of Frederking [2009 p.3], ‘Social justice implies a process of 

participation and personal responsibility for political consequences that can be nurtured 

independent of the debate about substantive outcomes’” (Duff et al., 2013: 330). This is what 

makes the role of the archivist both crucial and powerful, since “[a]rchives are not neutral or 

objective” (Jimerson, 2006: 22). Indeed, as Pell states, the politics of the archives originates from 

its relationship to information and knowledge production, and therefore: 

These autonomous, activist archives offer spaces of empowerment and self-determination, 

as well as collectivized forms of knowledge production. They are thus important sites 

through which to understand the changing politics of the archive, and to think about the 

relationship between archives and politics more broadly (Pell, 2015: 34).  

Naturally, examining the place of social justice in the politics of archives oriented archival praxis 

towards change. As Duffy et. al note:  

Emblematic of this orientation can be seen in efforts that: 

• Proactively enable participation in and access to the archive; 

• Are mindful of the exclusions, absences, and silences in the archives and consider how 

these gaps can be remedied, including consideration of additional cultural mnemonics; 

• Understand how archives can facilitate restorative-reparative-transitional justice 

through protection, supplementation to and promotion of the record; and  

• Resist exclusions and marginalizations from archival institutions (Duffy et al., 2013: 

330).   

Archivists who embrace social justice in their archival praxis challenge the hegemonic political 

power of the state by providing alternative resources “for bridging the past, present, and future for 
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social movements” (Pell, 2015: 38). Moreover, scholars in archiveology point to the broad 

literature that serves to provide visibility to activist archivists:  

Reflecting their various analytic emphases, these archives have been termed “grassroots 

archives,” “independent community-led archives,” “activist archives,” “autonomous 

archives,” and “radical archives.” These archives share the characteristics of functioning 

apart from institutional archives; being independently created, controlled, and maintained; 

serving as the primary material resources for marginal groups to write their own alternative 

and counter-histories; and providing spaces from which to engage in broader discourses 

(Pell, 2015: 37-38).  

Nevertheless, regarding the clear relationship between archives and memory, “the archivization 

produces as much as it records the event” (Derrida 1998: 17). Undoubtedly, the inauguration of 

“information technologies expand our capacity to record everything: to be is to record, and to 

record in volume means to classify, index and archive” (Featherstone, 2006: 595). The claim of 

counter-archives, based on counter-memorial practices, is highly engaged with resistance, and in 

early twenty-first century social movements, counter-narratives were produced mainly in digital. 

Hence, archiving born-digital materials that remain from early twenty-first century social 

movements moved away from the storage practices of classical archiveology toward virtual spaces 

for digital archives. According to Wolfgang Ernst, “once digitized, the electronic sound or image 

is open to real-time access and new search options such as similarity-based image retrieval” (Ernst, 

2013: 29). Thus, as Feathersone notes: 

[t]he digital archive then should not be seen as just a part of the contemporary “record and 

storage mania” facilitated by digital technologies, but as providing a fluid, processual, 

dynamic archive, in which the typology of documents can be reconfigured again and again 

(Featherstone, 2006: 596).  

Yet as Vosloo argues, “The archive is not only a place for storing and conserving an archivable 

content of the past. The technical structure of the archive also determines the structure of the 

archivable content” (Vosloo, 2005: 384). Indeed, technical infrastructure is the core element that 

enables participation and access. “Significantly, Derrida qualifies the terms of participation and 

access—not only to the archive itself and the document it contains, but also to its constitution and 
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interpretation” (Moore and Pell, 2010: 265). According to Ernst, it presents a paradox in the idea 

of the archive in motion: 

[T]he archive is traditionally that which arrests time, which stops all motion. For 

nineteenth-century historians, the archive was in its essence an institution that made it 

possible to access “frozen” sections of past time. But the technological developments in 

the twentieth century—the introduction of the phonograph and film—have inevitably 

forced the archive to confront the question of mobility, both practically and conceptually. 

Later, the transition from an archive of motion to the notion of an archive in motion is 

associated with the advent of computer technologies and ultimately, the Internet, where 

constant transfer and updating functions as well as “live” communication and interaction 

redefine the temporality of the archival document itself. Archives have their inherent 

temporality, their Eigenzeit as memory institution and storage technology. The archive 

oscillates between “temporalities” and “tempo-realities” (Ernst, 2016: 14-15).  

Meanwhile, be it online or in warehouses, Schnapp posits that “storage is easy; activation is 

difficult” (Schnapp, 2016). Participation and access constitute the key elements in activating an 

archive. In the case of autonomous archives, Moore and Pell state that archiving functions as a 

political act that aim to transform the private to the public: “Autonomous archives therefore present 

possibilities for new democratic forms of heritage practice. Connecting publics, places and pasts, 

these archives act as both constituting and relational spaces within publics are able to form their 

identities and effect change in the world” (Moore and Pell, 2010: 265-266). Moreover, autonomous 

archives do not claim authorship when it comes to hosting public information, and consider their 

archival materials as part of the Commons. At the Archives of the Commons seminar held in 

Madrid in 2015, participants illustrated a series of elements for using the paradigm of the 

Commons in autonomous archives as follows: 

(1) reflect on matters relating to social, cultural, artistic, political and historical memory in 

the present, with the work of the archives that produce, conserve, and transmit it; (2) 

analyse the importance of caring for the common heritage of the collective memory of 

minor and subaltern groups, so as to shape historical memory and the cultural perception 

of social time from the perspective of social, artistic, and enunciative practices that are not 
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ordinarily part of the dominant public sphere and do not use the prevailing channels of 

social expression and communication, and (3) consider how these archival practices can 

contribute to a new framework of political and social imagination that will strengthen the 

democratic nature of our societies at a time when the homogenization of discourse 

inevitably equates to the end of the democratic prospect of communicative action and, as 

such, of political constitution (Prieto del Campo, 2016: 91).  

From this perspective, it is no coincidence that autonomous activist archivists were the ones who 

archived the materials remaining from the Occupy movements in New York in 2011, and in 

Istanbul in 2013. Since it was early twenty-first century social movements that temporarily 

reclaimed the Commons in neoliberal urban areas, materials that documented the movements are 

naturally considered part of the Commons. Collected footage of the Commons and activist videos 

from the Occupy movements found in autonomous archives serve as learning tools that display 

how the urban commons transformed into the information commons. From this perspective, 

autonomous archives enjoy a significant place in the learning commons. “Although the term lacks 

a standard definition, learning commons represent academic library spaces that provide computer 

and library resources as well as a range of academic services that support learners and learning” 

(Blummer and Kenton, 2017: 331). By providing access to footage of the Occupy movements, 

autonomous archives challenge the authority of the academia in learning commons.   

When it comes to collecting different kinds of digital materials, activist videos are crucial in terms 

of both documenting movements and state oppression. As discussed in the previous chapter, 

activist videos serve a dual purpose; as legal evidence in court files, and as part of visual social 

memory where the image is considered an activist in and of itself. The organization Witness depicts 

the process of collecting activist videos as a linear network: human rights documenters, activists, 

filmmakers, and citizens record footage, which then makes the image—in the form of an activist 

video—available for human rights monitoring, human rights fact-finding, transnational justice, 

human rights advocacy, and media advocacy, sent either directly or via certain human rights 

NGOs.67 The Witness network presents activist videos as tools to fight for human rights. Today, 

archives related to social movements collect, preserve, and archive activist videos against 

 
67 See Figure 13: “Human Rights Documenters, Activists, Filmmakers, Citizen Diagram—Witness”  
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hegemonic power and state-produced knowledge, which also serve as learning tools in various 

forms.  

Figure 13 Human Rights Documentation   

 
Source: 

www.mediafire.com/view/77331x5bb2b9nsg/VaE_VideoBeyondTheCourtroom_v1_0.pdf  

(Accessed on November 11, 2018)  
 

The hybrid nature of digital networks emerged within the overarching structure of early twenty-

first century social movements, and challenged history-writing due to the difficulties in archiving 

http://www.mediafire.com/view/77331x5bb2b9nsg/VaE_VideoBeyondTheCourtroom_v1_0.pdf
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materials that remained in their aftermath. The fact that institutional archives and museums were 

inadequate in collecting materials from the Occupy movements in New York and Istanbul is a case 

in point. A primary reason for this was the difficulties related to registering the materials by 

donor—unless collected and donated by individuals or groups—since they had been produced, 

multiplied, and circulated by the masses. In this framework, this chapter examines the autonomous 

archiving of activist videos from the Occupy movements in New York and in Istanbul under three 

subheadings; namely, grassroots archiving with the aim of documenting history in real time; 

autonomous archival practices that emerged during OWS and Occupy Gezi Park; and the 

reconfiguration of classic archiveology concepts such as authenticity-authorship, collection 

policy-curatorship, storage-virtual space, and access-security.  

Grassroots Archiving and Documenting History in Real Time   

Documenting history in real time essentially originates with the leading practices of grassroots 

archiving, which aim to “document specific issues, events, or groups—not merely as a celebration 

of uncontested identity or history but as an intentional disruption of the dominant historical 

narrative” (Sellie et al., 2015: 457). Here, the core idea is to build an archive from below that 

presents a counter-narrative of the state:  

[M]any groups have become active in forms of grassroots archival practice aimed at 

preserving the heritage of those on the peripheries of society, largely without intervention 

of the state or seeking incorporation into Public institutions. These practices are typically 

associated with “community archives,” which have gained importance and visibility in 

recent years (Moore and Pell, 2010: 257).  

Indeed, as Moran argues, “Community archives should not be seen as vanity projects, nor as 

alternatives to active struggle, but rather as acts of resistance, consciously made” (Moran, 2014: 

176). Undoubtedly, archiving from below “emerged from the needs and desires of a marginal and 

fragmented community in its efforts to express, collect, represent, and preserve the evidence of its 

activities and experiences in particular places” (Moore and Pell, 2010: 258). This is the framework 

this chapter draws from as it looks at the politics of archives, with a focus on grassroots archiving, 

so as to document history in real time through a discussion concentrated on defining alternative 

archival practices, the role of social justice in autonomous archives, the role of archivists in 
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providing access to the archival materials, and the shift from physical venues to virtual spaces.  

To this end, Flinn suggests that “Community histories or community archives are the grassroots 

activities of documenting, recording, and exploring community heritage in which community 

participation, control, and ownership of the project is essential” (Flinn, 2007: 153). Yet Flinn also 

argues: 

Defining and establishing a common understanding of the terms employed in this area is 

important but also quite difficult. Definitions of what a community might be, or a 

community archive is and what it might be taken to include are not necessarily clear or 

fixed (Flinn, 2007: 152).  

Moore and Pell, for instance, address the term “community” from the perspective of relations of 

power in the politics in Public archives, and refer to Benedict Anderson’s concept of an “imagined 

community” to describe the viewpoint prevalent in state records:  

In such normative accounts, the Public is foundation of democratic culture, based on the 

principles of equality of participants, accessibility and deliberation on the common good 

(Habermas 1962 [1989]). Official history forms the basis of the “imagined community” of 

the Public by assuming consensual faith in a shared past (Anderson 1983) (Moore and Pell, 

2010: 256).  

Flinn further acknowledges the complex and multiple definitions of “community” as follows:  

Some definitions focus on locality, others on notions of shared beliefs or shared values 

producing a common purpose. Other discussions examine problems with who it is that 

seeks to define community and community membership, who determines who is included 

and who is excluded and whether it should be seen as an inclusive or as an exclusive and 

divisive concept. […] Many communities tend to have a local focus, even if they meet 

virtually but others have another shared focus altogether such as sexuality, occupation, 

ethnicity, faith or an interest, or a combination of one or more of the above (Flinn, 2007: 

153).  

In contrast, Sellie et al. argue that community-based archiving neither represents an activist archive 
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nor includes the act of collecting activist materials, claiming that activist archives emerged from 

the overlap between community archives and archiving activism:  

When we discuss activist archives, we refer to both the generalities working with activist 

materials (i.e. the practice of “archiving activism”), and specific ways in which activist 

archives embody the close relationships between those who are represented within a 

collection and those who perform archival labor (as we find with community archives). 

Thus, a community-based effort does not determine an activist archive, nor does the act of 

collecting activist artifacts. An activist archive demands both community involvement as 

well as a collection of activist materials (Sellie et al., 2015: 457).  

In addition to the term “community archives,” archival practices related to collecting activist 

materials have also been described as “activist archives,” “radical archives,” “anarchist archives,” 

and “autonomous archives,” which is the preferred terminology in the present study because 

autonomy offers a conceptual framework in establishing a participatory and inclusive approach to 

the politics of archives. Coined by Moore and Pell, “Autonomous archives present a framework 

for understanding the archive as a creative, world-making process that contributes to shared 

knowledge of the past and has the power to transform modes of public engagement” (Moore and 

Pell, 2010: 258). As Jimerson notes, archives have contributed to social justice in four ways in 

recent years, which can be read as autonomous archival practices: 

1. by holding political and social leaders accountable for their actions, 

2. by resisting political pressure in order to support open government, 

3. by redressing social injustices, and 

4. by documenting underrepresented social groups and fostering ethnic and community 

identities (Jimerson, 2007: 256).  

I use the term “autonomous archives” as I believe it covers all the statements mentioned above by 

gathering together community-based archiving practices from the perspective of archiving activist 

materials in radical movements, such as the early twenty-first century social movements. In this 

manner, as Moore and Pell argue,  
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These autonomous archives are tied to specific issue-event contexts of public formation 

and witness groups’ struggles to establish themselves within cultural and political forums. 

They are autonomous in the sense that the group is its own source of initiative and 

responsibility (Clark 1984), it acts without deferring to another’s authority (such as the 

state, or another community organization), and has a public orientation tied less to inclusion 

in Public institutions than to acting in the intersecting spaces of public spheres (Moore and 

Pell, 2010: 257-258).  

Moore and Pell also focus on the appearance of archival practices to illustrate the complex and 

diversified “community” of autonomous archives, and referred to the “community of autonomous 

archives” as “emergent publics:”  

Emergent publics can be conceived of as nascent communities without (as yet) solidified 

group cohesion, loci of identification, or external recognition. They often arise in 

neighborhoods, social movements, or audiences of publications (to name a few), and 

typically are politicized through attention to particular issues they believe warrant 

collective action (Moore and Pell, 2010: 257).  

For instance, the Museum of Reclaimed Urban Space (MoRUS) refers to ‘emergent publics’ in the 

autonomous archiving of social causes such as biking in the city, community gardens, and naturally 

massive social movements. Bill Di Paola—co-founder of MoRUS—explains the museum’s goal 

and its relation to the power of knowledge regarding information heritage as follows:  

One of the major reasons was that when the city said that they were going to be green and 

sustainable, they wanted to raise this history. And that happens with rich people. This idea 

of the environment, recycling, composting, bicycling are regular ideas now, but when this 

neighborhood was pushing them, they were fighting back, and they were not seen as regular 

ideas. So, we documented them, we have pictures and videos. That was one idea. The 

second idea is that this building is a historical building, and they needed a space to fill it. 

Because they want to keep it as a real squat. So, being in a real squat makes it a real 

museum. And we wanted to show that how people are working in community ways, like 

this building, and surrounded by community gardens. The third thing was to inspire people. 

Because now they are really thinking differently, to save these gardens. We got bicycling 
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going. Some of the younger people, especially people involved with OWS had never really 

seen any successes. Because they don’t realize that low people bicycling in the city, that 

was done by direct action. The gardens were done by direct action. The greenways, the air 

quality, the water quality. A lot of these things were done by people who did stuff. And I 

think a lot of young people don’t know that, then they complain over through the system. 

So, we are trying to underline, “no, do it this other way, there is the history.” With the 

history, they can see (B. Di Paola, personal communication, November 29, 2016). 

In a supportive way, Flinn et al. also states: 

[M]any of these archival activists aim to use community archives and heritage for 

community empowerment and social change. These projects are not politically neutral but 

frequently arise from and are part of social movements with broad political, cultural and 

social agendas of transformatory change which fundamentally challenge mainstream 

society, and we would do well to recognise and celebrate them as such (Flinn, Stevens, and 

Shepherd, 2009:  84).  

It is necessary to underline the political impact of archival practices. Indeed, as Verne Harris states, 

“the archive is politics—not that it is political, but that it is politics.” (Verne Harris, “Archives, 

Politics, and Justice” in Political Pressure and the Archival Record [Chicago: Society of American 

Archivists, 2005], 173. Quoted in Jimerson, 2007: 261.) Jimerson also addresses the role of the 

archivist as a political agent, arguing that “[a]rchives are not neutral or objective” (Jimerson, 2006: 

22), and that distinguishing “between the terms neutrality and objectivity” is a must (Jimerson, 

2007: 270): 

Archivists can thus contribute to a richer human experience of understanding and 

compassion. They can help to protect the rights of citizens and to hold public figures in 

government and business accountable for their actions. They can provide resources for 

people to examine the past, to comprehend the present, and to prepare for a better future. 

This is the essence of our common humanity. It provides archivists with a sense of 

professional purpose and a social conscience (Jimerson, 2007: 253).  

By claiming “we are what we collect, we collect what we are,” Kaplan examines the role of the 
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archivist in shaping history: “The archival record doesn’t just happen; it is created by individuals 

and organizations, and used, in turn, to support their values and missions, all of which comprises 

a process that is certainly not politically and culturally neutral” (Kaplan, 2000: 147). Furthermore, 

Kaplan argues that “Assumptions about identity, like assumptions about archives, can be outdated 

and dangerous. Archival work is critical in shaping history. Whether we choose to acknowledge it 

or not, we are major players in the business of identity construction and identity politics” (Kaplan, 

2000: 147). Accordingly, “[t]he role of the archivist is crucial and powerful” (Jimerson, 2006: 21), 

because “[b]y preserving some records and not others, archivists affect society’s collective 

understanding of its past, including what will be forgotten” (Jimerson, 2006: 25). Pell also weighs 

in on the issue, and states, “[f]or groups seeking to politicize collective issues, the archive is also 

a tool that informs their social justice struggles” (Pell, 2015: 38). Thus, it is worth noting that as 

Jimerson claims, “[a]rchives document and protect the rights of citizens” in social justice struggles 

(Jimerson, 2006: 29-30). Jimerson also asserts: 

First, archivists must sometimes be willing to take a public stand, or a nonpublic position 

in certain situations when publicity could be counterproductive. Second, archivists need to 

re-examine their own professional assumptions, methods, and practices in light of the 

desired outcomes of justice and diversity. There is no easy solution for the longstanding 

problems of social injustice, discrimination, and unchecked political power (Jimerson, 

2007: 270).  

In contrast to traditional archives, conceptualized as housing “rare” documents, autonomous 

archives present a new archival notion: the living archive. According to Mélanie Hogan, “the 

‘living’ archive’s aim is not to bury the past in boxes or databases for posterity, but to ‘unearth 

fresh forms of thinking from what has gone before’” (Hogan, 2012: 24). Meanwhile, in Pell’s 

understanding, living archives can function as learning centers that challenge official narratives: 

These are living archives, which operate as spaces of experimentation and collaboration in 

which emerge alternative archival practices. These in turn create, organize, and support 

different, and often collectivized, knowledge claims. Thus, the formation and activation of 

activist archives may be viewed as one strategy, among others, to challenge and transform 

hegemonic political power and open up alternative collective possibilities (Pell, 2015: 38).  
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Naturally, living archives are based on the communities they arise from, which raises the question 

of another archival power: access. Jimerson illustrates the gatekeeper role of archivists as though 

archives were a prison:  

From locked doors to researchers’ lockers, from closed stacks to reading room surveillance 

cameras, archives often resemble prisons. The records are imprisoned (for their own 

security, of course), but so are the researchers, who must consult records in closely guarded 

chambers under vigilant surveillance (Jimerson, 2006: 26).  

Jimerson questions the role of archivists, and asks: “In reference and access services, do archivists 

permit the freest possible use of their records, or do they limit access to ‘serious researchers’ or 

‘scholars?’” (Jimerson, 2007: 279). 

Providing access to archival materials naturally brings with it the matter of maintaining archival 

spaces. Having a particular space for an archive links communities to their histories at an everyday 

level, and gathering at the archive for various events seems to empower communal identity by 

connecting past experiences and contemporary causes:  

The intimate connections between these publics and their environments call attention to 

the significance place for communities, and by extension for their archives. By connecting 

stories of past experiences to present localities, public histories give places meaning. This 

connection to place affects the relationships between community members, their sense of 

responsibility for their environment and, ultimately, collective memory (Moore and Pell, 

2010: 260).  

Presently, practices to archive activism are constantly shifting from physical venues to virtual 

spaces. In the digitized era of the early twenty-first century, autonomous archives and thereby 

social movements benefit from social media that serve as online digital media repositories, where 

experiences are live streamed (Facebook) and tweeted (Twitter), photographs are shared 

(Instagram), albums are created (Flickr), podcasts are uploaded (Soundcloud), and videos are 

posted (YouTube). Moreover, given that the image is acknowledged as an activist in and of itself 

that empowers movements, its power—which stems from reporting from a “crime scene” and 
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widespread dissemination on the internet—brings with it questions related to collecting, archiving, 

preserving, and repurposing born digital images. According to Hogan, a living online archive:  

[C]alls for a media archaeology approach to locate traces and unearth the structures of 

power embedded in the process of collecting, sorting, and preserving. For this reason, the 

living archive’s active component lies in its discursive power, which simultaneously 

reveals the idea of the “digital trace” and puts it into question: who created the file, for 

what purposes, and by which means does it circulate? (Hogan, 2012: 25).  

Clay Shirky also addresses this issue, saying that these days, “everybody is a media outlet: Our 

social tools remove older obstacles to public expression, and thus remove the bottlenecks that 

characterized mass media. The result is the mass amateurization of efforts previously reserved for 

media professionals” (Shirky, 2008: 55). Over the past decade, the increase in the number of people 

across the world that have become aware of digitally networked campaigns demanding social and 

political change via video activism has paralleled the increase in the sharing of images on social 

media via mobile phones and internet-enabled devices. Social media has also proven remarkably 

effective for social movements, as a catalyst for street demonstrations. As will be remembered 

from the protests at Tahrir Square, and during the Jasmine Revolution, the Indignant Movement, 

Occupy Wall Street, and Occupy Gezi Park, images can be used in myriad ways; to call to action, 

live stream, record human right abuses, produce a video for advocacy, etc. All these different forms 

of the image can be considered visual and virtual notes on history, as they are consistently 

compiled on the internet. According to Jussi Parikka, who views social media tools as archives, 

“suddenly archives are popping up everywhere. A lot of our software-based interaction online now 

has to do with archival metaphors” (Parikka, 2013: 1). While establishing autonomous media 

archives—either online or offline—is essential to secure digital sovereignty instead of depending 

on third-party repositories, individuals, groups, and corporations seem to content with storing their 

media on Facebook and Twitter, YouTube, Vimeo, Tumblr, etc.; circulating the material online by 

embedding it on their websites and blogs; or sharing links on different platforms. Accessibility, 

sustainability, and monetary concerns seem to be the leading factors in this trend: Social media 

storage is free of charge, easily accessible, and comes with a built-in audience. Obviously, 

however, there is always the threat that material stored this way can “be disappeared.” Given that 

footage is considered legal evidence in the case of early twenty-first century social movements 
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because it serves as a counter-narrative to state narratives, the precarious storage of videograms is 

critically at risk. On the one hand, footage can be deleted by third-party social media platforms 

based on arguments in their terms of use; on the other, storage space might be temporary, and the 

visual material can be removed when the time is up.  

Footage of the Syrian war on YouTube is a case in point. As Kayyali and Althaibani stated on the 

WITNESS Blog, YouTube deleted a significant amount of footage depicting the war in Syria:  

So much of Syria’s history has been purposefully erased by ISIS in recent years. And now, 

we’re seeing another erasure of history—this time on YouTube. Thousands of videos 

showing human rights abuses in Syria, as well as the channels that feature these videos, are 

being removed by YouTube. In June of this year, Google announced that they were using 

machine learning to detect extremist material as part of a new initiative. We started hearing 

about these removals, often of human rights evidence, from our partners in July, and they 

have increased exponentially in recent weeks. We’re working with YouTube to understand 

and remedy these removals, and we’re glad they’re open to trying to fix this problem—but 

they never should have happened in the first place (Kayyali and Althaibani 2017).  

In a similar vein, Ege Berensel highlights the precarious situation of live stream footage remaining 

from pro-Occupy Gezi Park movements recorded in June 2013 in Ankara. Immeasurable gigabytes 

of data were stored on Ustream, on a temporary basis, which is at risk of being deleted at any time:  

Let me tell you a data; there is nobody who is working on this issue. There is 6 thousand 

hours lasting data. It is located on Ustream. Staying on live stream platform. These are the 

live streaming data recorded during the Gezi in Ankara. A group of people called Ankara 

Time of Activism (Ankara Eylem Vakti), composed of 10-15 members. But there is one 

main person, living close to here. For instance, it is located on Ustream. He was told by 

Ustream that they are going to delete these data, it is quite heavy material (E. Berensel, 

personal communication, March 4, 2017).  

This is in fact what happened to recordings by Architecture for All (HİM). Yelta Köm recalls live 

streaming during the Gezi Festivals they had organized prior to the occupation of the park, to raise 

public awareness: “We actually broadcasted via Ustream. I checked [the data] afterward, it was 
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gone. […] We don’t have those recordings. We have photos [showing] that we were broadcasting. 

Holding an iPad. We were conducting interviews, broadcasting” (Y. Köm, personal 

communication, March 28, 2017).  

The group’s “What is Happening in Taksim?” project offers another striking example that 

highlights the risks of using social media for storage.68 Their aim was to establish a timeline blog 

of the Taksim Square Pedestrianization Project on Tumblr that would show the movement had in 

fact begun before May 31, 2013, where visitors could upload relevant background information. As 

Yelta Köm indicates: “Actually, when we were making this [timeline], a timeline for everything 

happened in the Gezi [Park] was simultaneously emerging. It is something started with the first 

day of the resistance. Publishing this [timeline] was also including, Ok, now there is a resistance, 

but what happened forewords?” (Y. Köm, March 10, 2016). The timeline originated from HiM’s 

exhibition for the 1st Istanbul Design Biennial entitled “Word,” which depicted a collection of 

video and newspaper clippings leading up to the day the occupation began. As Mihriban Duman—

co-founder of Herkes için Mimarlık (Architecture for All)—states, the Biennial project proposed 

and facilitated the immediate launch of such an online archive (M. Duman, personal 

communication, March 10, 2016). Emre Gündoğdu also added that they updated the collection and 

added more clippings that had been published after the Biennial:  

[The] Biennial was in autumn 2012. The news, [published] after the Biennial, were added 

too. I guess, the latest post [on the website] was on June 3rd. It was actually like 

summarizing the event until [the] beginning [of the occupation]. On May 29th [it’s told 

that] it would be a city museum, not a mosque, not a shopping wall. The day after, [they 

said] ‘we can build also a shopping mall.’ These are confronting statements affirmed by 

the same person (E. Gündoğdu, personal communication, March 10, 2016).  

HiM members said they curated the timeline by choosing a single clipping for each incident, and 

pulled clips from a variety of media outlets to showcase the conflicting statements put forth by the 

government:  

 
68 http://www.taksimdeneleroluyor.com/ is currently unavailable.  

http://www.taksimdeneleroluyor.com/
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We were uploading both Sabah [newspaper] and T24 [newspaper]. If it was related to the 

same event, we were posting one news clipping. In order not to have the same sources, we 

were diversifying the sources. (…) If it was a review. It was obvious that information was 

confronting in the news (E. Gündoğdu, personal communication, March 10, 2016).  

Clippings featured on the timeline included the first video announcement of the Taksim Square 

Pedestrianization Project and press releases by Taksim Dayanışması (Taksim Solidarity) (E. 

Gündoğdu, personal communication, March 10, 2016; Y. Köm, personal communication, March 

10, 2016). Duman summarizes the urgency of the timeline as follows:  

It was necessary. Even in our own geography, [people] were trying to understand what was 

happening after the Gezi [Park Occupation] was exploded. In addition to that, in the 

international level, [people were asking] what is the subject that people are reacting? In 

this manner, it was necessary (M. Duman, personal communication, March 10, 2016).  

In short, looking at the history of the Taksim Square Pedestrianization Project was necessary in 

order to understand the present and reflect on the Occupy movement. HiM’s timeline was launched 

first in Turkish on June 4, 2013, and in English on June 6th, 2013; translations into other languages 

including German, Italian, Spanish, French, and Greek soon followed (E. Gündoğdu, personal 

communication, March 10, 2016; Y. Köm, personal communication, March 10, 2016). The last 

day on the timeline is the day the occupation of Gezi Park began. As Köm explains, “The 

motivation behind it was more active data journalism. Afterward, more detailed timelines were 

emerged” (Y. Köm, personal communication, March 10, 2016).  

Over the course of my research, the timeline’s accessibility unfortunately changed. While I was 

interviewing HiM members, we were still able to check dates on the timeline; shortly afterwards, 

however, both the domain and the Tumblr blog of the project disappeared due to sustainability 

issues and today, the timeline is unavailable online. Presently, there is no single collection of online 

data left that covers the period leading up to Occupy Gezi Park starting from the first 

announcement of the Taksim Square Pedestrianization Project. As HiM members also said, 

establishing a series of timelines in parallel with the emergence of the Occupy Gezi Park 

movement can be considered as part of documenting history in real time (E. Gündoğdu, personal 

communication, March 10, 2016; Y. Köm, personal communication, March 10, 2016). 
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Regarding efforts to “write history as it unfolds” one notable incident occurred after a mainstream 

monthly magazine declared that their special issue on Occupy Gezi Park had been censored, and 

the magazine owners decided to shut down the publication instead of publishing its fifty-fourth 

issue (Bianet, 2014). Later, the magazine was published as a book entitled Yaşarken Yazılan Tarih 

(History Recorded Live), and it poses a series of questions reflecting on what is recorded and what 

is not. Burcu Canar examined the publication in detail from the perspective of the historicization 

of the Occupy Gezi Park movement, and came to the conclusion that it did not represent the 

movement as a whole, that certain parts were “missing:”  

Eventually, in the ‘extraordinary book’, in our opinion, the most ‘missing’ part was lives 

that we lost due to police violence—magazine’s “After them” chapter is too short and it 

only includes people that we lost at the beginning of Gezi [2013: 11]—and the stories of 

the resisters who were wounded again due to the police violence (Canar, 2014: 152).  

Indeed, the missing information is highly related to the medium, because printed materials have to 

be “completed” and sent to a publisher at some point. In other words, Canar’s criticism emphasizes 

how digital tools facilitate in sustaining impact by providing endless opportunity to update the 

information in real time. 

Yet when we look at the present-day online presence of Occupy Gezi Park, there are a number of 

websites, blogs, timelines, etc. that are mainly focused on still images. Similarly, most of the books 

published after the occupation also featured a series of photographs. Ersan Ocak also criticizes 

History Recorded Live on the basis of being primarily a collection of iconic images, saying that 

this can be considered as archiving, but not history-writing: “Indeed, in the magazine self, the 

photos gathered together in the manner of archiving all iconographic [photos]. Iconographic photos 

are quite traitor. And they lose their meaning. The recorder disappears. The intention of recording 

is completely disguised” (E. Ocak, personal communication, March 7, 2017).   

In contrast to collecting born-digital materials that have been circulated multiple times and 

acknowledged by the public, archive activism aims to document history in real time via the use of 

cameras. One example is the web crawling work undertaken by Hafıza Merkezi (Truth Justice 

Memory Center) during the curfews in the predominantly Kurdish inhabitant region in 

Southeastern Turkey between August 16, 2015, and August 16, 2016, to access social media 
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platforms, verify data, and archive materials. The primary goal of their pilot project was to test the 

different ways data from the internet could be used:  

Currently, we are only collecting. One person, as a part-time job, follows particular 

accounts on YouTube who are sharing videos related to the skirmish. (…) We file them 

regarding the neighborhood and date. On the one hand, collecting resource and on the other 

hand, collecting materials (K. Çiftçioğlu, personal communication, March 8, 2016).  

Hafıza Merkezi set out to document the civilians who lost their lives during the curfews in real 

time, based on secondary data provided by the Human Rights Foundation of Turkey (HRFT) 

Documentation Center. The region was inaccessible due to the curfew, which caused certain 

difficulties in terms of data verification (K. Çiftçioğlu, personal communication, March 8, 2016). 

Hafıza Merkezi collected data from HRFT with regards to the curfews—time, place, duration, and 

how many people died—and published it as a database.69 The work had to be paused when HRFT 

stopped updating data (Ö. Kaya, personal communication, April 3, 2017).  

Barış İçin Kadın Girişimi (the Women for Peace Initiative) also documented the curfews, for as 

long as the state allowed public entrance to the region. Güliz Sağlam recalls their visit, and she 

tells that they were only allowed to interview in certain neighborhoods. She also expresses that 

they conducted interviews with local people who were later burned in the basements70: “They are 

all dead” (G. Sağlam, personal communication, March 31, 2017). Similarly, Belit Sağ visited Cizre 

several times the region with Barış İçin Kadın Grişimi (Women for Peace Initiative) and Gündem 

Çocuk (Agenda Children). In their visit with  Gündem Çocuk was aiming to get in contact with 

the kids in the region and they didn’t conduct any interviews. Instead, they recorded with the kids, 

made short videos, and watched together what the kids filmed. In the case of visiting the women 

in Cizre with Barış İçin Kadın Girişimi as a group of 150 women coming from the West, she 

recorded testimonies in different neighborhoods. As Belit Sağ recalls, “People were really sincere. 

Everybody was quite calm. They wanted to talk, and they didn’t have any hesitation against the 

 
69 See “Curfews and Civilian Death in Turkey”: http://hakikatadalethafiza.org/en/curfews-and-civillian-deaths-in-

turkey/ (Accessed on August 18, 2018)   
70 See “Turkish forces are accused of letting 150 Kurds in basements burn alive”: 
http://kurdishquestion.com/oldarticle.php?aid=another-basement-in-cizre-another-massacre-at-least-20-people-

burnt-alive (Accessed on August 18, 2018)   

http://hakikatadalethafiza.org/en/curfews-and-civillian-deaths-in-turkey/
http://hakikatadalethafiza.org/en/curfews-and-civillian-deaths-in-turkey/
http://kurdishquestion.com/oldarticle.php?aid=another-basement-in-cizre-another-massacre-at-least-20-people-burnt-alive
http://kurdishquestion.com/oldarticle.php?aid=another-basement-in-cizre-another-massacre-at-least-20-people-burnt-alive
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camera. I was timid. They were saying, ‘Why are you shy? Record it. I’d talk.’” (B. Sağ, personal 

communication, September 13, 2017). She also remembers that Nurcan—a young woman that Sağ 

interviewed—said, “I just wanted to have someone, at that moment [of bombing] that I could 

narrate [how I was feeling]” (B. Sağ, personal communication, September 13, 2017). Furthermore, 

Belit Sağ made also videos questioning their own archival activism depending on the idea of 

documenting history in real-time in the form of video: “The meaning of going these neighborhoods 

and recording, [for example] recording a funeral home; looking at the image of a dead person’s 

spouse; or recording people who survived during the attacks, [it is an] issue of victimization. What 

does it mean to produce victimized images in front of the camera? I made some videos discussing 

these issues” (B. Sağ, personal communication, September 13, 2017). Fatih Pınar, who had 

background in documenting war zones, was also interested in documenting history in real time and 

paid several visits to Southeastern Turkey during the curfews, particularly in Cizre, Sûr and Silopi 

neighborhoods. While his initial intention was to observe rising the tension in the region leading 

up to the November 1 General Elections as a follow-up to the Suruç bombing that took place on 

June 7, 2015, he ended up recording testimonies and ruined buildings (F. Pınar, personal 

communication, March 16, 2017).71 

In an environment where an enormous amount of images are produced, examining archival 

practices that concentrate on archiving activist videos in autonomous archives is crucial in efforts 

to establish a counter-narrative to state records and achieve social justice for various communities. 

Accordingly, the next section elaborates on two cases to illustrate activist archival practices in 

terms of the structure, collection, and storage of data from autonomous archives: the media 

reminiscence of OWS, and the visual memory of Occupy Gezi Park.  

Collecting Activist Videos Remaining from the Occupy Movements  

Losing the records of social movements paves the way for losing the possibilities that the records 

are composed of. Amy Roberts—co-founder of OWS Archives Working Group—highlights the 

importance of documenting a movement:  

No movement would be remembered. Unless people who were part of it were helping to 

 
71 See “Sur Neighborhood After the Curfew. October 14, 2015. Diyarbakir/Turkey” [Video]: 

https://vimeo.com/144866540 (Accessed on February 24, 2018) 

https://vimeo.com/144866540
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document it. Because that just had been my experience, what I learned about political 

movements and you can’t [wait for] newspaper media to tell an accurate history to your 

story. So that was why I started the working group (Roberts, 2016).  

Similarly, the Artıkişler Collective—founder of bak.ma—highlights new civic initiatives with 

regards to archiving: 

As an institutional practice, archival practices often tend to serve the colonized, 

surveillance and discipline society of the Modern world. Over the last ten years, with 

(upswing of) digital technology and the detection of social movements, recording and 

accumulating images has become a civil activity. Thus, these types of archiving videos and 

other types of visual images bring about non-institutional practices and as well 

contemporary discussions surrounding image production, open source, collectivity, and 

forensics (Artıkişler Collective, 2016b: 7).  

Consequently, archiving images/videos remaining from social movements and historical events 

seems to emerge as a necessity, and according to bak.ma, a video collective and online media 

archive:  

[t]he term “archiving” in digital video production and dissemination designates not only 

open source memory making that is revealing hidden disobedient practices but also an 

autonomous structure that leads to tactics of montage, uploading, leaking images to re-

build a collective memory of political disobedience (Artıkişler Collective, 2016b: 7).  

In other words, archiving becomes activism in and of itself, and is related to various issues; 

“basically, the categorization of knowledge, images and their judicial registration, practices of 

communing, and the layering of complex social representation” (Artıkişler Collective, 2016b: 7). 

As Jimerson quoted from Verne Harris, archiving activism forms social memory by “choosing 

what to remember and what to forget” and “In the crudest sense this was a struggle of remembering 

against forgetting, of oppositional memory fighting a life-and-death struggle against a systematic 

forgetting engineered by the state” (Jimerson, 2007: 263).  

Today, the impact of mobile phone cameras on recording social movements is inevitable and 

apparent. According to ethnographer Jan Chipchase, who examines the use of mobile phones 
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worldwide, “there are only three universally personal items that someone will carry with them no 

matter where they live. The first two are money and keys; the third is the mobile phone” (Shirky, 

2015: 10). Howard Besser also states that high levels of internet access and mobile device use 

greatly increased the number of digital images—videos, photos, audio recordings—produced and 

disseminated online:  

Statistics from the photographic posting service Flickr show that 6 months after the first 

Occupy demonstration, more than half a million individual videos were posted to this 

service with the tag of “#Occupy.” Tens of thousands of individual videos were posted to 

YouTube during the first few months of the movement. By 6 months after the first Occupy 

action, 169,000 individual postings to YouTube had been tagged with “#Occupy” (Besser, 

2012: 2).  

Besser’s observation also holds for other early twenty-first century social movements across the 

world, their common thread being the production of huge amounts of images that are circulated on 

the internet. In a related vein, John Erde underlines the complex characteristics of born-digital 

materials produced in Occupy movements and their challenges as follows:  

The quality of and the level of metadata associated with this enormous pool of user-

generated content vary widely. This material is also often published without the types of 

copyright licenses that would allow other to capture, preserve and reuse the material. 

Furthermore, this material is fragile, dependent upon the success and longevity of 

companies such as YouTube and Flickr and on a number of proprietary file formats. 

Particularly, vulnerable are the various websites associated with the Occupy movement, 

the webpages of which represent an important record of the movement’s activities but are 

subject to frequent change and commonly disappear (Erde, 2014: 79).  

Erde also posits that the archiving projects that emerged during the Occupy movements point to 

the non-hierarchical structure of a leaderless occupation by concentrating on the principles of 

participation:  

Politically, enabling wide participation in archives management is a means of distributing 

power in the archive as widely as possible. Just as wide participation is important int the 
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Occupy movement itself as a means of organizing without leaders or hierarchies, so too 

participation in the community archives of the movement is a means of constructing 

archives without hierarchical relationships between professional archivists and a non-

professional user community (Erde, 2014: 80). 

The OWS Archives Working Group formed during the occupation of Zuccotti Park, and started 

by collecting ephemera that remained from the demonstrations and holding internal discussions on 

the idea of archiving early twenty-first century social movements. Later, Activist Archivists—who 

were interested in collecting born-digital materials—also joined the Working Group.72 Today, the 

ephemera collection has been donated to NYU’s Tamiment Library, and the OWS Digital 

Archive—housed on an external hard drive that is open to free public access but not available 

online—is hosted by the Interference Archive in Brooklyn.  

In a similar vein, the Videoccupy Collective began to compile the bak.ma Online Media Archive 

video collection during the occupation of Gezi Park. Although the collective fell apart due to 

internal disagreements over time, the Artıkişler Collective took on the task of representing the 

collection that remains from the Occupy movement and established an online media archive open 

to free public access. Today, bak.ma hosts multiple-hour videograms from the Occupy Gezi Park 

movement, as well as footage that represents the history of social movements in Turkey.  

On this background, the remainder of this chapter focuses first on the media memory of Occupy 

Wall Street and the Interference Archive, and then on the visual memory of Occupy Gezi Park and 

bak.ma, with the aim of discussing specific aspects of archiving activism, such as collecting born-

digital materials during mass demonstrations, and storing, cataloging, and providing public access 

to the archived materials.  

 

 

 

 
72 See Figure 14 “Community Archives and the Occupy Wall Street Movement”  
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Figure 14 Community Archives and the Occupy Wall Street Movement 

 
Source: Interference Archive 
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Voices of Dissent: Occupy Wall Street and the Interference Archive  

The idea of collecting materials from Occupy Wall Street emerged during the occupation of 

Zuccotti Park. Archiving born-digital materials from OWS was deemed a worthwhile undertaking, 

in particular for the occupiers, “because they are the result of their own ingenuity and creativity, 

and because these materials are representations of what happened that will outlive us if handled 

properly. Occupiers taking responsibility for their own archives enables us, as a culture, to preserve 

voices that could otherwise be silenced” (Evans et al., 2014: 295). Jeremy Bold—librarian, co-

founder of the OWS Archives Working Group—who had been involved with the movement since 

the planning stage,73 recalls making a couple of announcements on archiving the movement at the 

General Assembly: “Just saying like, hey everybody, this is a super important event, and I really 

think it’s important that we think about archiving the movement, like documenting it in a way 

that’s reflective of the history that we are making, essentially” (J. Bold, personal communication, 

December 10, 2016). After one of the General Assembly sessions, Amy Roberts—archivist and 

co-founder of the OWS Archiving Working Group—approached Bold, and she describes how the 

Working Group expanded when they held their first meeting at the Public Atrium, near Zuccotti 

Park: 

Basically, I met Jez the first week I was there. Jez [Jeremy Bold] was at General Assembly 

and said, hey you know, I’m going to be doing some archiving, if someone is interested, 

talk to me. So, I talked to him, and that’s how he and I started collecting and then the 

movement exploded. The things were really small. But I think there was this big march 

with labor movement, and I just was overwhelmed. Jez was involved in some other stuff. 

So, I decided to put out a call to create a working group (A. Roberts, personal 

communication, October 11, 2016).  

The OWS Archiving Working Group started to meet weekly and discussed particular philosophical 

issues about archiving. As Jeremy Bold explains, the group mainly concentrated on collecting 

handmade signs since they conveyed firsthand messages and information about the OWS 

movement created by the occupiers:  

 
73 See: “Testing Wall Street September 1st” [Video]: https://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=ayUGOgFaCs8 

(Accessed on August 19, 2018).  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ayUGOgFaCs8
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We started to talk about the things that we thought most important. Amy and I were talking, 

we both highlighted to take note of very significance production of Occupation, which was 

signs. There were many many different signs. Like protest signs made at the park or 

brought to park. They were all laid on the ground in between marches or something like 

that. The signs were just incredible. There was something very intelligent about the 

messaging what was going on there. (…) it wasn’t actually like a centralized process for 

saying, this is our messaging, we’re going to use these words, we’re going to highlight 

these issues. The collection of signs is representative of all kinds of different issues (J. 

Bold, personal communication, December 10, 2016).  

As the activities of the Working Group progressed, they also started to talk about the particular 

resources they would need to establish an archive. Meanwhile, they were recognized by the 

General Assembly; this meant the OWS Archiving Working Group gained accountability in the 

movement, which helped a lot in asking the occupiers to donate their materials for archiving 

purposes. Roberts explains the importance of being recognized by the General Assembly: “Then 

we had something called the General Assemblies. And we had the Spokes Council. People got to 

know who I was from those. Because I’d be like representing the archives” (A. Roberts, personal 

communication, October 11, 2016). Recognition by the General Assembly also made it possible 

for the OWS Archiving Working Group to ask for financial support and prepare a budget. As 

Roberts recalls, this was mainly for archival supplies: “Money for archival boxes. Money for like 

a scanner. What else? Money for hard drives. Those were the main things that I remember. It was 

not even like money for space or anything like that. It was basic archival supplies” (A. Roberts, 

personal communication, October 11, 2016). However, it was not possible for working groups to 

receive monetary support from the General Assembly; they were rejected at the first proposal, and 

later had no opportunity to present their budget again because by then, protesters had been evicted 

form Zuccotti Park and Spokes Council had been abolished due to various disagreements. In Amy 

Roberts’ opinion, not receiving financial support was relevant to the status of the movement at the 

time:  

Because also, things changed after the eviction. A lot of people were getting arrested. 

People were homeless. It was a different kind of, there was not much of optimism. So, we 

also felt like it was not reasonable to expect that (A. Roberts, personal communication, 
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October 11, 2016).   

As Bold notes, they immediately began to collect the Occupy materials, to protect them on a rainy 

day:  

One of the first things that Amy and I did together was to take one of the rainy days, and 

we collected a bunch of these signs. There were like…I don’t know how we chose them. I 

think we chose anything that was going to get destroyed. Anything like a plastic sign or 

something there was going to be destroyed by the rain. So, we put them in plastic trash 

bags and dropped them on the train back to my house (J. Bold, personal communication, 

December 10, 2016).  

Their main strategy appears to have been wandering around in Zuccotti Park or attending 

demonstrations and collecting materials that remained. As Amy Roberts states, collecting materials 

from the streets requires physical involvement with the movement and the occupiers:  

I was doing this collecting, and then people give things too. One side, you know, people 

knew what we are doing, we were people [who] come forward, and [people] gave me 

things. But a lot of collecting involved also asking people, if they were OK with giving 

things to the archives. Early, they didn’t understand the point of it. Because they were like, 

this is not history, this is happening now. So, that was kind of how worked. (…) The 

beginning was just like establishing relationships with people. Because people don’t really, 

for the most part, they don’t understand what archiving is. Especially if you are new to 

activism. [For] most of the people at the Occupy, [it was] a new concept. So that was the 

big part of it. Just going out and mixing with people to establish trust and being able to 

collect. (…) There were a lot of people that were involved in that. I was more focused on 

the physical documentation. It was also something required to be in there. And participating 

in order to get. You can’t get flyers and all that stuff if you are not able to be there (A. 

Roberts, personal communication, October 11, 2016).  

Amy Roberts also describes the materials they collected, and the tangible materials given to them 

by the occupiers:  

So, we have the signs that we collected, there were hundreds of them. We have letters of 
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support that were sent from across the country. We have notes from meetings, not personal 

notes. We have a few things that people gave. A few of the books from the library that 

were at the trash compactor. What else? I mean, there is so much in there (A. Roberts, 

personal communication, October 11, 2016).  

A primary challenge in archiving a big, heterogeneous, and intensive movement such as OWS is 

classification. Roberts remembers trying to keep a list of acquisitions:  

We did a little bit classification. It was pretty ad hoc at first. We just basically stored things 

according to the week that we found it, because almost everything was found in the park 

initially. It was a good thing and a bad thing that people dumped off stuff after a protest at 

our location, but not leaving any notes. So, we had to figure out what it was. We had a 

sheet, where we filled it out, what was it, where that was found. But it was just done very 

consistently. I felt like our Working Group was not super functional in a consistent level 

of participation and accountability. People involved had a lot of different stuff. A lot of 

people were also involved with the movement. There is always stuff needed to be done. It 

was just not archiving. The classification was usually by the week that we found it. After 

that, it would be the action which [the material] was from. We had to ask people around; 

do you know where this came from? Somebody would know. The United Federation of 

Teachers had a space that they loaned to the movement which was a few blocks away from 

the park, and that’s where we kept it [the OWS Archives]. The People’s Library also kept 

some other extra books there. That’s where all of our mail, our shipping [was coming to]. 

People ordered supplies and a lot of letters of support were sent to [this location]. Which 

was good, because it was just going where the archives were (A. Roberts, personal 

communication, October 11, 2016).  

According to Roberts, the actions of the OWS Archiving Working Group paralleled the movement. 

For instance, there were not enough people for the cataloging, because there were other crucial 

priorities:  

We needed people to come together, and just like, do the work. But it was really hard, when 

you have a bunch of people arrested. People having mental breakdowns, people are 

homeless, and other people are like, “I’m working full time,” “I have a kid” (A. Roberts, 
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personal communication, October 11, 2016).  

There was also the matter of having a collection and storage policy, based on the philosophical 

question of archiving: who decides what is and what is not worth archiving? The OWS Archiving 

Working Group collected everything, and in the end, needed a space to store the materials instead 

of carrying them back to their own apartments:  

I can’t remember who did it, it wasn’t from my Working Group. Somebody from Occupy 

approached the United Federation of Teachers and said, we need a space. (…) Because it 

was a big issue for us. I mean, before that, like the first week or two, Jez and I kept things 

in our homes, and that was not sustainable; bringing stuff home on the subway (laughing). 

And after we were kicked out, I got a storage space (A. Roberts, personal communication, 

October 11, 2016).  

Eventually, Roberts rented a storage facility by putting it on her own credit card (Roberts, 2016), 

and the OWS Archiving Working Group collected was locked in there for almost eight months. 

Nevertheless, private storage raised new questions concerning financing and authorship. In 

addition, Roberts claims she was not comfortable with the idea of having the keys to a collection 

that belonged to the movement (Roberts, 2016). Consequently, the Working Group began to look 

at options to donate their collection to an institution so as to be able to enable public access.  

Bold, who was working at New York University (NYU) Libraries at the time, organized a meeting 

with the director of the Tamiment Library in October 2011 to talk about the OWS Archives. The 

Tamiment Library has a world-class collection of left wing and labor union materials, and 

archiving materials from the OWS was directly related to their collection policies.74 Hence, a 

relationship between the OWS Archiving Working Group and the Tamiment Library was 

established in the early stages of the movement, and the group ultimately agreed on donating their 

collection to the Tamiment Library:  

At the end of it, there was a group of us who worked on the donor agreement with 

Tamiment Library. We gave it to Tamiment because they were, like, the only institutional 

 
74 See “The Tamiment Library and Robert F. Wagner Labor Archives”: https://library.nyu.edu/locations/the-

tamiment-library-robert-f-wagner-labor-archives/ (Accessed on November 8, 2018)  

https://library.nyu.edu/locations/the-tamiment-library-robert-f-wagner-labor-archives/
https://library.nyu.edu/locations/the-tamiment-library-robert-f-wagner-labor-archives/


 166 

archive. They are an all leftist archive, but they are in NYU. So, they have institutional 

authority. They are the only people, like, established a relationship with us. Came to the 

meetings, talked to us. They understood our concerns because they were activists before. 

A group of us worked on the donor agreement, including Josh, who is part of Interference 

[Archive], which was helpful to have his perspective. [Having] this negotiation with the 

head of NYU Library, we were not able to get everything we wanted. We wanted to have 

an agreement that the members of the Working Group could continue to process the 

materials once they were donated to Tamiment. Higher-ups at NYU did not allow that. As 

a result, I feel like I have limited influence now, even though I am a donor. What has 

happened to that collection, apart from just trying to keep in touch with the head of 

Tamiment… I’m still researching grants that can help processing (A. Roberts, personal 

communication, October 11, 2016).  

It is important to mention that there were also other institutions interested in collecting materials 

from the OWS movement; but as Amy Roberts states, “[They] were collecting stuff but did not 

care about the Working Group, and just have their own little project or just cherry pick stuff, and 

then left” (A. Roberts, personal communication, October 11, 2016). It can thus be said that the 

Working Group donated their collection to the Tamiment Library because they felt the policies of 

the Library were closer to their own collection policies. Yet the Library did not accept donations 

from groups of people and insisted on having one particular individual on the donor agreement, 

which ended up being Roberts: 

Politically I don’t think it’s great, because it wasn’t my collection, it was the movement’s. 

And it was collectively created by many people. The movement was many people, the work 

of the Archiving Working Group was many people. For that, it is not great. I’m told if I 

want to change donors I can; I don’t actually know if it is the case. For me, it is just lifelong 

responsibility now. Which is fine, because that’s what I signed up for by starting it. 

Politically it’s not great because there is just one contact person, but I don’t really feel like 

I have that much more power. Not able to do much about it. For my political perspective, 

it is not great one person for a movement like Occupy (A. Roberts, personal 

communication, October 11, 2016).  
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It is also worth noting that there was a discussion among the Archiving Working Group 

members—and in a broader perspective, among OWS participants—on donating the materials to 

the Tamiment Library. One main objection concerned the role NYU played in the community; 

some believed that by purchasing new campus buildings in the university neighborhood, NYU 

strengthened gentrification in the city, while others pushed the idea of donating the materials to 

Library because they were the best fit under the circumstances—including lack of financial 

resources to establish an autonomous OWS archive—and would allow rescuing the materials from 

storage and enable public access (A. Roberts, personal communication, October 11, 2016; A. 

Pericci, personal communication, December 17, 2016; J. MacPhee, personal communication, 

October 6, 2016; M. Schreiner, personal communication, October 10, 2016). Additionally, as 

MacPhee states, another criticism against donating the materials to the Tamiment Library was 

based on the belief in the collection’s uniqueness: 

Occupy, one of the home marks was the sort of (…) utopianism, which is very great but 

then leads to this illusion; it was inevitable for people to leave. You had particularly 

younger people. They wanted to museum Occupy. It was so important to them, to their 

personal transformation. As much as they are against going to an institution, they were also 

against it getting mixed with other materials. Because they really thought what they had 

done was so special. That it deserves its own monument to itself. Which is like ahistorical, 

and so antagonistic to actually understanding how movements work, and how we can 

actually win things (J. MacPhee, personal communication, October 6, 2016).  

Another significant discussion about donating the OWS archival materials centered around 

decentralizing the archive. As he pointed out several times during the interviews, Jeremy Bold was 

the key person back then who supported the idea of distributing these materials among various 

centers. In his words, he was willing to establish a non-hierarchal archival network:  

I’d say that I support the idea of many archives that are networked in a kind of way. In a 

way, there is some decentralization within nodes of archives, within a network of many 

archives. All sharing perspectives on similar things (J. Bold, personal communication, 

December 10, 2016).  
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Today, Bold admits that decentralizing the archive would have proved an obstacle to seeing all 

archival materials together (Bold, 2016). Meanwhile, Amy Roberts’ priority during the discussions 

was to donate the collection to an institution to provide public access to the archival materials: 

It was until things got bigger, we started thinking about being independent, and then, what 

being independent meant a lot of different things to different people. Many people from 

the movement expressed to me the desire for us to be independent. And I really wanted to 

respect that. I fought for that a long time actually. People who were professionals in the 

working group thought that wasn’t realistic. But ultimately, there was a financial question. 

And the movement was so disintegrated. It became more and more dispersed. And there 

was space. We did not have a space to work out of. There was not a space for the archives. 

It was in a storage locker. I didn’t think it should stay in a storage locker. That was a storage 

locker for eight months and I thought this is not really. . . I’d rather have the archive in 

Tamiment [Library] than in a storage locker. In a storage locker, I am the gatekeeper (A. 

Roberts, personal communication, October 11, 2016).   

As I conduct this research project, the collection of the OWS Archiving Working Group is still not 

open to public access. When I visited the Tamiment Library (when?), I had to present an ID card 

at the security booth, register in the Library’s visitor book, and was told that the collection is still 

under processing. In this context, Roberts interprets the current situation as follows: 

 I am very frustrated by what it is. And this is what happens to archives, unless you have 

from the beginning a space, and people who were really dedicated to doing the work to 

make it. It was not just our Working Group’s problem. It was the movement’s problem. 

Not being able to think long term about where we want to go. Like having space, becoming 

more organized. All those things are part of having an archive. If your movement is not 

going that way, then that’s what happens. I have talked to the director of Tamiment 

[Library] and he is trying to get a grant. They have also a lot of internal issues there.  

Basically, what I was afraid that was going to happen happened. NYU reorganized how 

they work, the libraries, so now archival processing is centralized; it used to be done in 

each different library. So, they cut the staff of the Tamiment. They have staff issues and 

they have funding issues. And it is like the issue that I guess any archive or library is going 
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to have. Because our work is not considered important (A. Roberts, personal 

communication, October 11, 2016).  

On the other hand, Roberts claims that she keeps a small collection, which is composed of 

cardboard signs, at her apartment. Actually, it is a collection given to Roberts by a member of the 

Working Group when they decided to move from New York City:  

I have a bunch of stuff that was never given to Tamiment in my home. (…) When people, 

researchers, come and say, oh I want to look at the signs, but I can't get to Tamiment. I say, 

there are some in my home, and you can look at those. (…) I’m still trying to figure out 

what to do with them (A. Roberts, personal communication, October 11, 2016).  

Donating the collection at her place to the Tamiment Library is still an option, but Roberts says 

she would need help to transport the materials. The Interference Archive is another possibility, but 

the cardboard signs present an issue in terms of space, raising concerns about their preservation:  

Which is why they should be scanned. And put online some way. Because I don’t know 

where, what the long-term future of these original signs is going to be, because they are 

made out of cardboard. They break down very quickly (A. Roberts, personal 

communication, October 11, 2016).  

Indeed, scanning will not solve the problem of storing the original copies:  

I wanna scan it. And that could be a way of making those accessible to people. But there 

is still the question of what to do with the originals. So, I feel like the originals have to, if 

I can’t get Tamiment to take it, they are gonna end up in the garbage, which is not what I 

want. That was the whole reason that I fought for them. They wouldn’t end up in the 

garbage. So, right now, they are just sitting there, in my house (A. Roberts, personal 

communication, October 11, 2016).  

Similar to Amy Roberts, Anna Perricci—web-archivist, member of the OWS Archives Working 

Group—argues that the Tamiment Library was the best option to ensure public access to the 

materials:  
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I pushed really hard for materials to go there, because I thought it was within their 

[Tamiment Library’s] collecting policy in New York. It would give researchers access, and 

it would give the materials the chance to be [processed by professionals], rather than [stay] 

in a storage locker that was expensive (A. Perricci, personal communication, December 

17, 2016).  

It must also be noted that the OWS Archiving Working Group collected physical materials and 

born-digital materials in different ways; the collection of born-digital materials, such as live stream 

footage, began after Activist Archivists engaged with the Working Group. In their blog post, 

Activist Archivists defined themselves as follows:  

In 2011, a small group of audiovisual archiving graduate students, professionals, and 

academics were inspired to action by the rise of the Occupy Wall Street Movement in 

Zuccotti Park. Concerned about the fate of the evidentiary material appearing on YouTube 

and other social media sites, Activist Archivists aimed to support the movement’s efforts 

to protect and preserve its content. As this need for open and publically accessible archival 

resources became more and more apparent to us, our mission evolved to include everyone 

struggling to safeguard audiovisual material, be it a small organization, a family, an artist, 

or an activist (Activist Archivists, 2016a).    

When the born-digital material archivists engaged with the Working Group, a series of questions 

on collection policies emerged. As Perricci states: 

[D]iscussions on digital materials, in my perception, was really much like, great, sure, do 

that, that sounds important. And then the argument [was] what to do with physical 

materials, and that, I think, really dominated the group’s discussions. (…) Kelly and I, and 

a small number of people really focused more on the digital archives that people didn’t 

care as much to argue about (A. Perricci, personal communication, December 17, 2016).  

Kelly Haydon—moving image archivist, member of Activist Archivists—recalls how, together 

with her fellows at the NYU Moving Image and Preservation Program, they started to think about 

the videos uploaded to YouTube during OWS from a professional perspective, considering matters 

such as “[w]hat happens to the technical metadata of a digital file, when it went on YouTube, 
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Vimeo. Using different recorders” (Haydon, 2016). A small group of students and Prof. Howard 

Besser, the then program director, pondered these issues, and as Kelly Haydon claims: 

I think that we wanted to be the OWS Archiving WG. (...) We just assumed that there was 

not going to be one. But there was one. (…) They seemed to be focused on print materials. 

We were more thinking about born-digital materials, video and audio (K. Haydon, personal 

communication, December 17, 2016).  

Activist Archivists consequently approached the Media Working Group and Global Revolution 

TV, which was live streaming during OWS. Prof. Besser interpreted their engagement as follows: 

The media group was the movement’s communications division, arranging for streaming 

events and putting video of events online. They didn’t have a long-term interest in 

preserving the media itself. Besser said, “When our people started going to meetings of the 

media group, we started pushing for a more long-term interest towards getting them to be 

much more systematic about how they organized material” (Ashenfelder, 2012).  

As mentioned, it was mainly Anna Perricci and Kelly Haydon who gathered the born-digital 

materials that remained from OWS, in a sense forming a team: with Perricci representing the OWS 

Archive Working Group, and Haydon, Activist Archivists. According to Perricci, their born-digital 

materials collection policy was as follows:  

What we decided to collect from the Working Group side was based on a needs assessment 

I did. And needs assessment looked at what was available, what was important and what 

could be saved and how. And that made from my side to really decide what I thought was 

important and consultation with the group. And Kelly was really interested in livestream 

video, which I think was probably our biggest accomplishment getting that livestream 

video. That is how we decided (A. Perricci, personal communication, December 17, 2016). 

In Haydon’s opinion, their job was not collecting materials; she thinks that what they did was more 

along the lines of advocacy for the OWS Archives Working Group: 

We didn’t do any actual collection by ourselves. What we did was, we some of us, we were 

serving agents between some collecting institutions and members of OWS. Some of us also 
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did a research project at school about what we are doing with OWS. For instance, I 

cataloged, there were mini DVDs came out from the Occupy Media Group. And I did 

catalog all of these mini DVDs. There was a lot of information about in that collection. 

They were metadata standard. We spent also a lot of time, working with Anna, trying to 

figure out how to make those Occupy media, Global Revolution materials accessible. So, 

we spent a lot of time talking about how to do that. But we ourselves did not do any 

collecting. Mostly we took an advisory role, and advocacy (K. Haydon, personal 

communication, December 17, 2016).  

Activist Archivists also produced a series of materials on the importance of archiving a movement. 

One of them was the “Why Archive?” card,75 initially penned by Rick Prelinger—film director 

and film archivist—from the Internet Archive, and designed and edited by Activist Archivists and 

the OWS Archive Working Group: 

WHY ARCHIVE? 

ACCOUNTABILITY: Archives collect evidence that can hold those in 

power accountable. 

ACCESSIBILITY: Archives make the rich record of our movements accessible. We can 

use them to ensure transparency, generate discussion, and enable direct action. 

SELF-DETERMINATION: We define our own movements. We need to create and 

maintain our own historical record. 

EDUCATION:  Today’s videos, flyers, webpages, and signs are material for tomorrow’s 

skill-shares, classes, and mobilizations. 

CONTINUITY:  Just as past movements inspire us, new activists will learn from the 

experiences we document (Activist Archivists, 2016b). 

 

 
75 See Figure 25: “Why Archive? Postcard”  
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Figure 15 “Why Archive? Postcard” 

 
 
Source: Interference Archive 
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Activist Archivists also collaborated with Witness and compiled tips for video activists so that 

their work would be discoverable over time (Activist Archivists, 2016c),76 and in another project, 

concentrated on certain themes related to archiving, such as security, capturing content, offloading 

content, uploading content, depositing with an archive, and copyright issues, developing “[a] guide 

for creators of video and audio content on how to capture and prepare material to be effectively 

collected, shared and preserved by organizations to ensure the integrity and discoverability of 

digital documentation of the Occupy movement” (Activist Archivists, 2016c). In addition, they 

produced a video highlighting the importance of archiving the social movements based on their 

“Why Archive?” card.77  

As Kelly Haydon recalls, one of the motivations of Activist Archivists was to use NYU’s resources 

for the OWS movement; to collect born-digital materials and host them on NYU’s server, which 

enables online public access as part of Tamiment Library. However, the anti-NYU sentiment in 

Zuccotti Park was substantial, and none of the occupiers in the OWS Archive Working Group 

wanted NYU, so Tamiment Library, to have the OWS materials. While Haydon says she found 

this reaction unacceptable, she adds that the OWS experience taught her a lot: “I would have, if I 

could do it all over again, I would definitely have been an activist first, and an archivist second. I 

learned a lot from that” (K. Haydon, personal communication, December 17, 2016). Haydon’s 

approach might explain why the born-digital materials did not end up at Tamiment Library.  

Moreover, Haydon and Perricci both agree that the OWS born-digital material collection was not 

represented properly by some actors in the Activist Archivists group (A. Perricci, personal 

communication, December 17, 2016; K. Haydon, personal communication, December 17, 2016). 

In Haydon’s opinion, they were unable to complete the archiving work; as noted earlier, Activist 

Archivists does not engage in the actual collection of materials, and Haydon states that they were 

positioned as agents between a number of OWS institutions and the OWS Archiving Working 

Group (Haydon, 2016). Accordingly, it could be said that Haydon wanted to differentiate between 

gathering materials from particular institutions versus collecting them from different decentralized 

sources. Ultimately, concerns regarding the misrepresentation of the OWS digital archives led the 

 
76 See “Best Practices for Video Activists”: https://activistarchivists.wordpress.com/best-practices-for-video-

activists/ (Accessed on August 19, 2018) 
77 See “Why (Would Activists) Archive?” [Video]: https://vimeo.com/51268661 (Accessed on August 19, 2018)  

https://activistarchivists.wordpress.com/best-practices-for-video-activists/
https://activistarchivists.wordpress.com/best-practices-for-video-activists/
https://vimeo.com/51268661
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Working Group to reconsider their donation options. Because Activist Archivists was attached to 

NYU and some people there wanted to use it benefit their individual goals, and because Tamiment 

Library did not take note of the expectations of the OWS Archiving Working Group, Perricci and 

Haydon decided not to associate the digital collection with the NYU: “And that's why digital 

archive didn’t go to Tamiment [Library], it went to Interference [Archive]” (A. Perricci, personal 

communication, December 17, 2016). 

Eventually, Haydon and Perricci managed to compile the born-digital materials from OWS on a 

hard disk. Today, the external hard drive is located at Brooklyn-based Interference Archive, which 

is open to public access. It is neither available online nor cataloged; however, users are allowed to 

copy it. Perricci describes the process of creating the hard disk as follows:  

It is Kelly and me. Everything on that hard drive was collected by Kelly and me. It was 

from Share Day, it was from our downloads from Global Revolution, [they] invited us to 

their office and let us copy files of their hard drive (A. Perricci, personal communication, 

December 17, 2016).  

The OWS Digital Archive is hosted on the same external hard disk with all other digital materials 

at Interference Archive. To access it, you navigate to “Donations 2014” followed by “OWS hard 

drive,” and reach the total of 11 folders that contain the born-digital materials from OWS.78 After 

copying the hard drive, I went through the born-digital materials remaining from OWS (described 

below). Nevertheless, the abbreviations in folder names and title of the file don’t speak much about 

the material. Bonnie Gordon—digital archivist, facilitator of the Born-Digital Working Group at 

Interference Archive—states that everything donated on the hard was kept as is: “All those were 

made by Anna. We didn’t really rearrange anything” (B. Gordon, personal communication, 

November 20, 2016).  

I had the chance to work on some folders on the hard disk with Perricci during our interview, who 

brought out her original hard drive and explained the content and sources of the materials. Since 

everything had been copied from various sources without any effort to catalogue the materials—

as noted by Haydon previously—Perricci also found it difficult at times to decipher the 

 
78 See Figure 16:  “OWS Digital Archive Structure” 
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abbreviations or figure out the content. For instance, the folder of livestream videos copied from 

Global Revolution TV was saved as “CHGlobal Revolution,” in addition to two other folders that 

had the prefix “CH” in their names: “CHOccupyNewYorkCity” and “CHSpanishRevolution.” 

Perricci said, “I don’t know why they named it CH but that was I think we just copied that directly 

from their drive. And didn’t rename it. We kept the created file, you know, file structure” (A. 

Perricci, personal communication, December 17, 2016). She also added that since it was not 

possible to enable public access to the archival material, she wanted to keep the materials as 

organized by their creators: “I just left them completely as is, because one, lack of time; but the 

other, just as an archivist, you wanna maintain original order as much as possible” (A. Perricci, 

personal communication, December 17, 2016).  

Figure 16 “OWS Digital Archive Structure” 

 
 

 
 
Source Interference Archive 
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A brief search through the OWS digital archive hard drive with Anna revealed the names of the 

folders as they are named on the hard drive, and their content:  

 chglobalrevolution: Footage and livestream videos—Copied from Global 

Revolution TV.  

 choccupynyc: Footage and livestream videos—Copied from the Media Working 

Group. 

 chspanishrevolutionsol: Footage and livestream videos—source not available.  

 Jessie Brugger Animations: Animation videos produced by Jessie Brugger. 

 Occupy Research Share Day donation from J. Harle: Text materials—research 

studies and articles—donated from different users on Share Day. 

 OccupyDataNYC copy 20120415: Datasets and modules produced at the 

Hackathon on April 15, 2012—Copied from OccupyDataNYC.79 

 OccupyDataNYC copy 20121115: Datasets and modules produced at the 

Hackathon on November 15, 2012—Copied from OccupyDataNYC. 

 OccupyDataNYC copy 20140418: Datasets and modules produced at the 

Hackathon on April 18, 2014—Copied from OccupyDataNYC. 

 OWS Archives WG asst docs—NOT NECESSARILY CC LICENSED: Numerous 

documents and photos that provide insight into the workings of the OWS Archiving 

Working Group: Meeting minutes, workflow, a copy of the catalog proceeded in 

Zuccotti Park, a draft copy of catalog for OMEKA, interviews, etc.  

 OWS Bulkr samples Nov-Dec 2012: OWS photos and metadata texts. An image 

collection grabbed from Flickr via Bulkr, a downloading tool (A. Perricci, personal 

communication, December 17, 2016).  

The file structure on the hard drive also required a more in-depth look to understand how the 

collection was categorized. The first file, for instance, composed of livestream videos from Global 

Revolution TV, contained a large number of images filed in a year-month-day format. Yet none 

of the folders had any information—such as tags—that hinted at the content of the video. In 

Perricci’s opinion: 

 
79 See: “#OccupyDataNYC”:  http://occupydatanyc.org/ (Accessed on January 25, 2018) 

http://occupydatanyc.org/
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It’s a mess. Yeah. That’s how they exported from the livestream account. I have no idea 

why. It is totally bizarre. Because you noticed, I am sure, you click on something; it is 32 

seconds. You click on something; it is 2 minutes 40 seconds. And it is just like, it doesn’t 

make any sense. But that was the raw export (A. Perricci, personal communication, 

December 17, 2016).  

While Perricci admits “I can never say this is a comprehensive archive” (Perricci, 2016), she does 

say “This is as much as I could get in an amount of time, I had to spend on it” (Perricci, 2016). 

Meanwhile, there were other efforts geared to archiving OWS; namely, Share Day:80 

How can a social movement be preserved and represented through archives? What are 

creative ways archives can be utilized now and in the future through digital technologies? 

Since September 17th, 2011, protesters with Occupy Wall Street have raised their voices in 

public spaces across the country and taken it to the streets as well as online spaces. 

Empowered by new media and social networking sites, many people are using digital tools 

to get their messages across, to document and create spontaneous moments in history. The 

digital archives created with and in reaction to the Occupy Movement include tweets, 

pictures, field recording, videos, streams, websites, graphic design, software and much 

more. 

Join us for a public event for presentation and off-line file sharing on March 31st 3~6pm 

at Eyebeam Art and Technology Center, NYC. Anyone who wishes to present their work 

in art, activism and archive can sign up for a short presentation. Video projection and audio 

amplification will be available. Attendees are welcome to submit a copy of their digital 

files for preservation in the OWS digital archive and share their content with like-minded 

others. This event aims to present and archive many views of democracy. This event is 

presented in collaboration with members of the OWS Archives Anna Perricci and Christine 

O’Heron, and ‘Speakers’ Corners’ an exhibition by Taeyoon Choi at Eyebeam (Taeyoon, 

2012).  

 
80 See “Speakers’ Corner”: http://taeyoonchoi.com/speakers-corners/speakerscorners/ (Accessed on January 25, 

2018) 

http://taeyoonchoi.com/speakers-corners/speakerscorners/
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Share Day was organized only once, following a demonstration on March 31, 2012. “Demo day 

was bringing in people who developed tech tools for Occupy or in the spirit of Occupy” (A. 

Perricci, personal communication, December 17, 2016). Yet Perricci says, not a lot of material 

came in, nor were many people interested:  

Some of them are on this drive, not much of it. A few people presented their work about 

Occupy Data work from hackathons. One person showed portraits (…) who is on this drive, 

showed her animations. There are people, two or three dozen people who attended. Maybe 

more. I don’t think a lot more (Perricci, 2016).  

Anna does wish more materials had been donated; the majority of the materials in the OWS digital 

archive were primarily inherited from the OWS Media Working Group. As Amy Roberts recalls:  

The Media Working Group, they did a lot of livestreaming. They did a lot of filming and 

livestreaming. And we ended up of some of them in our archives. But there was another 

thing, including Marisa, there was this territorial thing about, why is this in the archives? 

Which I don’t understand because these are copies. You can make copies of things (A. 

Roberts, personal communication, October 11, 2016).  

However, Marisa Holmes differentiates between the livestream video archive, which is on the hard 

disk located at Interference Archive, and the footage archive that she is in possession of, by 

explaining how the images were gathered at Zuccotti Park:  

Initially, in the first week or so, we were doing everything ourselves, but then you get 

certain attention. People wanted to help. And so, it grows and grows. As it is growing the 

media center became more a hub. And then people go out and shoot, whatever on their 

own, bringing back to the media center. They are hard drives that were created from that 

process, ingested footage from the Park, like during that time and after. You’re archiving 

questions. The hard drives, I have the ones from that ingesting process of people giving 

things to us. From the park. Most of the time who are already part of the Media Working 

Group, sometime people just donate stuff. And then there was an organization that 

happened, after the eviction, in January. In January 2012, we had office spaces and so that 

was more stable. There was, we were in the organization of footage, so that would be by 
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date and shooter, and most of the time all the raw stuff was kept. So, we have metadata on 

most of it. There is something that I haven’t been able to identify. But I have all that. But 

the livestream archive is actually separate. Because everything was saved on the livestream 

servers, and then had to be downloaded and backed up later. So, I also have that drive (M. 

Holmes, personal communication, December 2, 2016).  

Holmes then explains how the files on the hard disks are organized: “It is date first. Within the 

date folder, there are names. Sometimes there are events” (M. Holmes, personal communication, 

December 2, 2016). She also adds that the process of file organization was completed after the 

tension of the movement calmed:  

People dropped off a bunch of shit. There was kind of a very disorganized state. And then 

in January 2012, people had time to rest and reflect on it a little bit. Then there was this 

reorganization that happened. But not by me, by two other women in the group. And then 

the livestream was again stored separately. On the GlobalRev server (M. Holmes, personal 

communication, December 2, 2016).  

Marisa Holmes is still thinking about how to provide public access to the materials on the hard 

disks. Previously, donating them to Interference Archive had been an option:  

Basically, there was a born-digital group at Interference [Archive]. And I was thinking that 

I was going to work with them. But then the capacity didn’t seem to be... There were 

enough people who were really willing to take it on. So that didn’t happen. I didn’t really 

want to donate it to a university or... I would rather have it in an alternative institutional 

setting than at a university or somewhere else. Right now, I am just holding on to the hard 

drives, basically. Until there are enough people who really want to do something with them. 

I do make it accessible for people who are making films, and want a clip or something (M. 

Holmes, personal communication, December 2, 2016).  

Anna Perricci remembers when Marisa Holmes contacted her; she had donated the hard disk to 

Interference Archive and decided to leave the project by then, and thus chose not to get involved. 

Indeed, Anna Perricci still thinks that the collection held by Holmes can be merged with the OWS 

Digital Archive on the same hard drive. Meanwhile, Marisa spreads the word by word of mouth, 
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and claims that “Just some people have asked for certain events, like certain days, clips” (M. 

Holmes, personal communication, December 2, 2016). Keeping track of user profiles is actually 

quite difficult; for one, neither Holmes nor Interference Archive keeps any visitor records, and for 

another, there is a desire to not to be associated with the archival materials. Perricci, for instance, 

made a copy of the hard disk that they compiled with Kelly Haydon and delivered to Interference 

Archive in Spring 2014: “The thing is I kept my name off it, and that’s why I am not getting 

excited. That’s fine. This wasn’t about me. (…) It is in someone else’s hands now and I think it is 

in good hands” (A. Perricci, personal communication, December 17, 2016).  

When asked what else she would have liked to collect more of, Anna Perricci refers first to social 

media, “all the main channels, all the main accounts, all of their tweets. And major hashtags” (A. 

Perricci, personal communication, December 17, 2016)—and second, oral history (A. Perricci, 

personal communication, December 17, 2016). The OWS Archives Working Group did in fact 

conduct certain oral history projects during OWS.81 Samara Smith—documentarian, member of 

the OWS Archives Working Group—recalls she came into contact with the Working Group 

through a series of connections, and established the Oral History Working Group as a branch of 

the OWS Archives Working Group. She notes that during the preparation meetings, the group 

wanted to collect as many histories as possible to increase diversity:  

We had a few interviews, back and forth discussions. CC license, or not. Thinking about 

how history is archived and who can control history, to whom [history] belongs to. But 

also, there were concerns about security, privacy. There were a lot of interesting 

conversations there. Then we had also training. Because we had the idea it could be very 

decentralized. People could participate in collecting stories and we get more stories, 

different types of people, with different places engaged (S. Smith, personal 

communication, March 2, 2017).  

Samara Smith is still considering donating the materials that she has: “I still have them archived. 

We didn’t figure out what to do with them. There was talk about putting them in the Tamiment 

Archive. And so, I think it is a good idea” (S. Smith, personal communication, March 2, 2017).  

 
81 See Figure 27: “OWS Oral History Project”  
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Figure 17 “OWS Oral History Project” 

 
Source: Interference Archive  
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She also thinks about donating them to Interference Archive and opening them to online public 

access if she can find financial support and time for labor.  

It can be said that time, labor, and money are crucial factors in archiving, cataloging, and enabling 

online/offline public access to the born-digital materials remaining from OWS. As Bonnie Gordon 

states, the Born-digital Working Group at Interference Archive is currently focused on dealing 

with problems of infrastructure related to providing access to the OWS born-digital materials:  

So, how to describe stuff, how (…) to catalog, how to provide access to it. And there are 

some things like particularly related to collective access throughout our catalog with the 

born-digital and digitization pieces really like merged. Because how does this work when 

you upload on the system? Upload a file, how does it look like? How to describe that? (B. 

Gordon, personal communication, November 20, 2016). 

Meanwhile, in the case of archiving born-digital materials remaining from Occupy Gezi Park, the 

Artıkişler Collective decided on an archival digital infrastructure and established the online media 

archive bak.ma. Similar to the discussion above, the next section addresses the process of recording 

during the occupation of Gezi Park, compiling the collection, cataloging archival materials, and 

providing online public access in the case of bak.ma.  

Save As Visual Memory: Occupy Gezi Park and bak.ma  

As Occupy Gezi began on May 27, 2013, Özge Çelikaslan—member of Artıkişler Collective— 

recalls that she put a call on her Facebook page for her video activist colleagues, and a group of 

videographers, filmmakers, documentarists started to come together:  

[The protesters] entered in the Park. The tents were built in the Park. A kind of life was 

organized there. But we couldn’t record that process regularly. Since there wasn’t an 

initiative like this. And of course, there was a problem of charging the devices. You are 

recording, but you can only record for an hour. Where would you go then? I can’t go home 

in order to charge it. There was not any state of the organization. Then it was understood. 
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First meetings were held. ‘Our Commons’82 was organizing. Taksim Solidarity. Then the 

kitchen was constructed. The infirmary was constructed. It is obvious that we will be 

staying there, and it will continue, will be expanded. When it is realized, in the morning of 

the second day, we decided with friends that here, we can’t help at the infirmary, or at the 

kitchen. So, what are we going to do? Let’s establish a collective. Let’s gather together, 

and we decided to record the process. Then, we needed a space. Space was important (Ö. 

Çelikaslan, personal communication, March 4, 2017). 

They were able to loan a space free of charge, as part of solidarity with the movement, and the 

video collective grew in that office:  

We put a public call in order to invite them to join us. They don’t have to use the camera, 

but they can also give us what they have recorded till now. We told that we would establish 

an archive. First, a text for calling; slightly, a manifesto. On the second day, since we had 

never slept, we were searching for a name. Let’s find a name for ourselves. We were 

actually never sleeping. There were always some visitors to the office. Journalists, 

cinematographers, it was getting crowded. Alternatively, we were meeting in the park. We 

put a call for a meeting. When was it? I guess, on the 4th or the 5th day of the Occupation 

in the park. It was a very crowded group that we gathered together. Lawyers came. We 

discussed how we can use images. Some individuals knew technical issues. 

Cinematographers. There were people from different groups. Some people joined us after 

that meeting (Ö. Çelikaslan, personal communication, March 4, 2017).  

After the meeting a public call was posted on Videoccupy’s Facebook page, which said: 

We, a group of video activist, came together with the aim of gathering together recordings 

of the resistance and videos produced in this process under the name of ‘Videoccupy.’ We 

unified around this necessity because the mainstream media ignored the protests in the first 

days of the resistance, and images in the news related to the protests are manipulated. We, 

as Videoccupy, aim to record the process as it has been experienced by the protesters. 

Another goal is to establish visual memory of the resistance. Therefore, we are trying to 

 
82 ‘Our Commons’ is a civic initiative concentrating on urban activism. Their website is currently unavailable: 

https://twitter.com/musterekler (Accessed on November 11, 2018) 

https://twitter.com/musterekler
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collect all images recorded during the protest milieus. We transfer images at our dest 

located in Our Commons’ tent. During the week, we published a text for calling composed 

of our intention.  

We want to meet video activists at an open meeting on Monday, June 10th, at 7 pm with 

the aim of discussing how to use these recordings. We believe that this historical moment 

that we are experiencing paved the way for thinking about the relationship between 

activism and seeing in various concepts. As Rancière states, “Emancipation starts when the 

conflict between looking and act is discussed; video activist stands in this in-between 

area…”  

Other topics that we aim to discuss in the meeting are certain practices related to video 

recording of protest images, ethics, and security. Videoccupy aims to provide accessibility 

to the initiative of establishing a collective image of the resistance in a broader platform. 

In this framework, we want to collaborate with other video activists and researchers 

working on these issues.  

The meeting is open to everyone who has interest (Videoccupy, 2013b).  

In Belit Sağ’s opinion, starting to think about establishing an archive was linked to the progression 

in their video activism practices. She noted that there were no remaining archives from their 

previous efforts, and recalled that as members of Karahaber, they took part in archiving the 

materials of various LGBTIQ NGOs, such as KAOS GL in Ankara, but the idea of compiling their 

own images came later:  

On such a consciousness. It is really related to. How to say? We didn’t think it as an archive. 

I believe, the reason for the emergence of bak.ma after a certain point is related to our 

maturation. We lost our old cassette tapes. We were not thinking about the archive, but 

then we realized that archive is part of our practice, and we started to take it seriously. I 

think, unless we had video activism process, we wouldn’t end up with bak.ma. Thinking 

in that manner. We had to lose in order to start thinking (B. Sağ, personal communication, 

September 13, 2017).  
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Consequently, it can be said that until bak.ma was established, activist videos had simply been 

shared, and having access to an office during Occupy Gezi Park facilitated collecting images more 

systematically. Nonetheless, holding on to the raw materials after the videos had been edited and 

posted was crucial, as this was not part of their previous practices (B. Sağ, personal 

communication, September 13, 2017). In the case of Occupy Gezi Park, however, there was a 

common space where collective members and occupiers could store their recordings. In addition 

to the office, Videoccupy accepted donations in Gezi Park, as part of a civic initiative called Our 

Commons. Güliz Sağlam recalls, “I stayed overnight on call, 1 or 2 days since image would be 

delivered” (G. Sağlam, personal communication, March 31, 2017).  

Due to security issues, Videoccupy had to clear the office and the archive was decentralized. 

Meanwhile, due to a series of disagreements, Videoccupy disbanded, and videographers who 

wanted to continue documenting the aftermath of Occupy Gezi Park and work on establishing an 

archive came together under the name of Vidyo Kolektif (Video Collective).83 Özge Çelikaslan 

recalls how they began to categorize the Occupy Gezi Park videos within Vidyo Kolektif: 

It started firstly by filing. We started to make a list composed of which footage was 

recorded when, where, and the estimated person who could record it. Aterwards that list 

helped us. It helped us when it turned into bak.ma. Because you see what you need. The 

necessity is to highlight names and spaces, or dates when you are classifying the archive? 

The issue of classification is quite important (Ö. Çelikaslan, personal communication, 

March 4, 2017).   

Additionally, in Videoccupy and later on in Vidyo Kolektif, discussions concentrated on more 

practical issues such as providing public access to the images, and how the infrastructure should 

function. Belit Sağ recalls their process as follows: 

Later on, the part that I was mainly involved with, it was started to be talked about an 

archive since the beginning. I was in the group who was thinking about establishing an 

archive and having meetings. How to establish an archive? How to establish a structure 

that the archive can be unified with other archives? At the same time, an archive which 

 
83 See “Vidyo Kolektif Videos” [Video]: https://www.YouTube.com/channel/UC6wxs6-4tb9vYGmj8E4cuXA 

(Accessed on November 11, 2018)  

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC6wxs6-4tb9vYGmj8E4cuXA
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enables researches. An accessible archive, but the accessibility is both to image and content 

through tagging. A classification which enables the archive accessible. If it is possible, an 

online archive, open source. Online archive provides another sort of accessibility for 

archiving. We thought about these issues. We checked the other examples. We joined 

certain meetings in order to talk about Gezi archives established by other groups. Including 

Lambda. There were some other groups as well. I stayed in Istanbul for 6 months. We also 

discussed what kind of image can be enabled accessible? Providing access to certain image 

might cause risk for the protesters. Moreover, where should we host this archive? On the 

other hand, housing the archive in an individual’s apartment might cause risk to that person. 

It is also obvious that it is our archive. We put an open call. Does it make us a target? 

Whom does it make a target? What is our responsibility? We held such discussions (B. 

Sağ, personal communication, September 13, 2017).  

In short, it can be seen that establishing an archive was an early motivation for recording the 

Occupy Gezi Park movement from day one. Similar to Çelikaslan, Pelin Tan—member of 

Artıkişler Kolektifi—also joined Videoccupy with the same idea after hearing about “Pad.ma,”84 

an online media archive focusing on moving images, and introduced the archive to her colleagues, 

after which they contacted Pandora, the team responsible for pad.ma (P. Tan, personal 

communication, October 17, 2017). According to their website: 

Pad.ma—short for Public Access Digital Media Archive—is an online archive of densely 

text-annotated video material, primarily footage and not finished films. The entire 

collection is searchable and viewable online, and is free to download for non-commercial 

use. 

We see Pad.ma as a way of opening up a set of images, intentions and effects present in 

video footage, resources that conventions of video-making, editing and spectatorship have 

tended to suppress, or leave behind. This expanded treatment leads us into lesser-known 

territory for video itself... beyond the finite documentary film or the online video clip.  

 
84 See “Pad.ma”: www.pad.ma (Accessed on November 11, 2018) 

http://www.pad.ma/
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The design of the archive makes possible various types of “viewing” and contextualization: 

from an overview of themes and timelines to much closer readings of transcribed dialogue 

and geographical locations, to layers of “writing” on top of the image material. 

Descriptions, keywords and other annotations have been placed on timelines by both 

archive contributors and users (Pad.ma, 2018). 

Pad.ma’s self-described capabilities—being open to public access, downloading, online editing, 

and exporting edited videos—meant it overlapped with what Vidyo Kolektif members were 

looking for in terms of democratization of the image through an easy and non-commercial way to 

disseminate images. As Özge Çelikaslan states, bak.ma is a platform based on the idea of sharing: 

“We established it to open a space in order to provide something for those who wanted to make 

something” (Çelikaslan, 2017). She also notes that the idea of establishing an archive to highlight 

the visual memory of the movement was born during Occupy Gezi Park, which comes through 

clearly in their edited video entitled “Görsel-Hafıza //A Visual Memory (Taksim Square to Istiklal 

Street) /// 22.06.2013.”85 Throughout the process, however, and especially after protesters were 

evicted from Gezi Park, Videoccupy experienced internal disagreements and members of the 

Artıkişler Collective took over the work of establishing the archive, which is why today, bak.ma 

is represented by the Artıkişler Collective (Ö. Çelikaslan, personal communication, March 4, 

2017).  

In Turkish, bak means “look” and bakma means “don’t look;” thus “bak.ma”86 is a play on words, 

which was inspired by a text written by Ulus Baker:  

“Don’t look.” Another police announcement, just as “get lost!” ring in the ears… “Don’t 

look!” This command aims at the special talent of a human being; “to look” and “to see”… 

Whereas humans truly have a talent to see anything, with their countless eyes (similar to 

bees) even if they are not looking at and this is unavoidable… (Baker, 1996).87  

 
85 See ““Görsel-Hafıza// A Visual Memory (Taksim Square to Istiklal Street) /// 22.06.2013” [Video]: 

https://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=rtfYQ310Jdg  (Accessed on February 7, 2018) 
86 Both in Pad.ma and bak.ma, and also for other online media archives, .ma is an URL extension signifying 

‘media archive’, which is originally the national URL extension of Morocco.  
87 See “bak.ma – don.tlook” [Video]: https://vimeo.com/133658148 (Accessed on February 7, 2018)  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rtfYQ310Jdg
https://vimeo.com/133658148
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Naming the archive after Ulus Baker’s words displays also how his thinking made an impact on 

members of bak.ma. Ultimately, “bak.ma is the digital media archive of social movements in 

Turkey. From Gezi to Tekel workers resistance, 19 January to Hewsel, it aims to reveal the near 

political history of Turkey with audio-visual recordings, documentations, and testimonies” 

(bak.ma, 2018a).  

Özge Çelikaslan explains the relation between naming the archive “bak.ma” (don’t look) and their 

political strategies in archiving as follows: 

It is one of Ulus Baker’s phrases that we remembered while we were searching a name for 

the archive. It has been the text that we have always referenced at. During the Videoccupy 

process as well. Because Ulus talks about a protest in that text. In the middle of 1990s, 

people gathered together against F Type Prison; they came together in Kurtuluş Square 

here [in Ankara]. Then police make an announcement. First, they say, normal citizens get 

lost. Then, the second announcement was don’t look. Because the police would execute 

violence there and tell people not to look at. But in his text, Ulus states that, even though 

people are not looking at, they are capable of seeing. Our reason for using this 

announcement. There are two reasons. One of them, transforming the police 

announcement. Turning it towards us. Secondly, showing that we are in the state of seeing 

what they want us not to look at. Yes, it is like this. There are two reasons that we call it 

bak.ma (Ö. Çelikaslan, personal communication, March 4, 2017).    

Even though bak.ma’s vision was stated as covering the history of social movements in Turkey, 

the main collection and the first materials uploaded to the platform consisted of activist videos 

from Occupy Gezi Park. As Çelikaslan recalls:  

Afterwards, when it’s occurred that we are going to establish bak.ma, that it will be turned 

into a digital archive, Jan and Sebastian came to Istanbul. We held a workshop. At that 

workshop, it was realized that the materials list that we made, our friends made, is not 

applicable. As I said, it only displays the necessity. Furthermore, that necessity is the way 

of categorization the Gezi Archive. There, you distinguish [materials] depending on date 

and space. It is necessary to highlight the date and space. Hence, its categorization is like 

that. We executed it by considering those. I mean, we illustrated it by the inspiration of the 
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previous listing. But Jan and Sebastian also knew that the previous listing could not be 

digitized (Ö. Çelikaslan, personal communication, March 4, 2017).  

“pan.do/ra is a free, open-source media archive platform. It allows you to manage large, 

decentralized collections of video, to collaboratively create metadata and time-based annotations, 

and to serve your archive as a desktop-class web application” (pan.do/ra, 2018). This makes it 

possible to sort the videos by date, group them in categories, tag them based on events, attribute 

keywords based on the details of the event, and establish the time of day. The platform also offers 

various view options depending on the user’s needs, such as list, grid, timelines, with clips, as 

clips, on map, and on calendar. In addition to videos, bak.ma also hosts a series of texts focusing 

on autonomous archiving, media archiving, video activism, social movements, etc., which are free 

to download. As stated on its website, “All content on bak.ma is available under the terms of the 

Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 3.0 License”88 (bak.ma, 2018b).   

Moreover, Özge Çelikaslan describes the classification process depending on the demands of 

pan.do/ra as follows: 

We made [a list]; date, location, and during the day, morning-evening-night. Naturally, I 

watched most of them. But it is not a regular watching. I can’t watch everything from the 

beginning till the end. It would take months. I made fast forwarding. Of course, some things 

are not uploaded. Sometimes, one protest was recorded 10 cameras. Uploading 10 of 

them… The images that we didn’t upload are usually them (Ö. Çelikaslan, personal 

communication, March 4, 2017).  

Güliz Sağlam also affirms that some of the images that she recorded disappeared during the 

uploading process, and they are probably images that have similar copies in the archive: “Press 

release at Çağlayan, July 2-3, at the beginning of July. It might be July 4. It doesn’t exist. It could 

have been deleted. Back then in the office period, I clearly remember that I transferred. But then 

we couldn’t find it” (G. Sağlam, personal communication, March 31, 2017). It is possible to 

interpret Güliz Sağlam’s lack of knowledge as the process of classification, and a very small group 

of members were responsible for uploading the materials. Also, according to Çelikaslan, the lists 

 
88 See “Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 3.0 License”: https://creativeCommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/ 

(Accessed on February 7, 2018) 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
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compiled as materials were donated at Gezi Park had a clear impact on the classification of the 

materials and how they were uploaded:  

There might be some losses in hard disks. Because it was registered really badly. We 

collected them in the tent of Our Commons. But I don’t know who registered them. Who 

was free on that day, they were going. Moreover, some friends were coming to support us. 

They only took [image] and copied. They didn’t register anything related to either date nor 

a note. They only took and copied data. Therefore, I was trying to identify the protest 

through certain things by watching. Maybe, there might be some losses in this manner (Ö. 

Çelikaslan, personal communication, March 4, 2017).  

Naturally, making a list of donated videos requires information about the footage. In the excessive 

tension of an ongoing movement, especially when there was an urgency to edit and disseminate 

an image on the internet, basic tags such as day, time, and place were not marked, and cataloging 

was postponed. Moreover, it was also sometimes difficult to tag a video in real time. Onur Metin—

member of Artıkişler Collective who worked on classifying the archival materials and was 

responsible for the mass uploads to the platform—recalls how challenging it was to catalog videos 

delivered to the office while the occupation was still ongoing: 

What we could be doing only, we had hard disks that we were using in common. Everybody 

was transferring what they recorded on that hard disks. You are trying to tag but you can’t. 

The only thing that you can do set the date. Because you can’t say, it is not possible to 

name it June 15 Police Raid. We were archiving as only June 15. We could be editing. In 

case of urgency, if there is an image to strengthening the struggle, we were trying to edit 

over that image (O. Metin, personal communication, March 3, 2017).  

Archiving clearly requires an enormous amount of time and labor. Accordingly, bak.ma members 

carried out a series of cataloging test-drives to ascertain the suitable methodology. Hande 

Sakarya—member of Videoccupy—recalls how a small group of members viewed the videos 

recorded on three successive days of the occupation, tried to define common tags, and checked the 

workload:  
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We took a few days, May 31- June 1-June 2. Let’s start sorting and filing. Let’s try and see 

what is happening. On the other hand, we were trying to see how fast we can execute. 

Because it is necessary to watch images in order to tag or file. It takes long hours watching. 

It is not easy to watch. It is limited the focus of your mind. In this manner, how does it take 

if we execute it in this way, how effective is it? In order to see it, we were testing. I believe, 

Özge was already in contact with certain grant foundations. The first thing that we realized, 

it is not something that we can manage to do in our free time (H. Sakarya, personal 

communication, March 25, 2017).  

The matter of security was also a persistent concern. Thus bak.ma ended up being what may be 

considered a curated archive:  

We didn’t upload [data] that we don’t know what to write. In other words, we didn’t upload 

anything that could be a risk for protesters. Or, they are private. There is an option for 

[keeping them] private on bak.ma. You don’t have to make everything public (Ö. 

Çelikaslan, personal communication, March 4, 2017).  

The uploading process was another challenge. First of all, bak.ma worked on Linux or Mac 

operating systems, which was a challenge in terms of technological assets. Second, mass uploading 

demands an excellent internet connection. Onur Metin explains a practical solution they came up 

with to accelerate the uploading process: 

After a while, I realized that even though we manage to upload, there is a process of 

encoding. It is the conversion of video from .mov format into 480p format. Indeed, it 

requires a serious system resource. If I execute it on a random computer at home, it would 

cause problems. I can’t do anything else on my home computer. I have to assign a computer 

only to do this process. Moreover, it requires a serious Internet connection. Because they 

are large video files. It would be very difficult to use the Internet for something else. It 

popped up in my mind. Why wouldn’t I use computers at school? (O. Metin, personal 

communication, March 3, 2017).   

As Onur Metin recalls, he was the only person who undertook mass uploads. He says that 

uploading files one by one—a 2 GB image file composed of a single two-hour-long shot, for 
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instance—was still doable; the challenge was uploading 10- or 20-second clips of raw images, 

which had to be uploaded in bulk (O. Metin, personal communication, March 3, 2017). There was 

also the fact that the image files came on hard drives, filed by date, with no other identifying 

information, and he had to find a way to scan through them:  

In my opinion, as I said, people were recording during the Gezi. I said that they were 

transferring image into files in date order. They transferred into date ordered files, but they 

were not in an event base order. Because people didn’t know how to name the day before 

it is ended. It was not possible to call police raid before police ended the raid. Maybe, the 

next day, it would become a resistance. Therefore, it was necessary to distinguish each 

incident one by one. It was necessary to view all images. Hence, we have watched almost 

the whole Gezi Archive. At least, it was necessary to check; the first video starts with a 

forum, Ok. You check the 20th video, it continues with the a forum. The 25th video is still 

a forum, and if the 26th was not about the forum, I was making a new folder and cluster 

videos from 1 to 25 as forum file (O. Metin, personal communication, March 3, 2017).  

Maintaining the bak.ma infrastructure seems to have been assigned to Onur Metin (Ö. Çelikaslan, 

personal communication, March 4, 2017), who was more familiar with IT among bak.ma members 

and the only person who responded to technical questions. Accordingly, he explains why there is 

more than one tag for the same event as follows:  

It is actually related that we couldn’t succeed to set the system. But, probably, the issue is 

about. Gezi Park is a tag in the category of a location. Gezi is stated like more general 

context. Or, it might happen since different people add different categories” (O. Metin, 

personal communication, March 3, 2017).  

This is another aspect of bak.ma; the platform allows individual users to sign up and upload videos. 

If the user misses an already existing tag, it might cause chaos in the archive. There is also the 

ever-present concern of security. As Çelikaslan, Sakarya, and Metin mentioned previously, bak.ma 

members were aware of the need to review images before uploading them. This is why individual 

uploads require validation from the admins: 
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A couple of people uploaded and then we realized, can it be inappropriate to make it 

entirely open? People can upload something different directly. They can upload something 

which criminalizes us. They can upload an image which might cause a prohibition to the 

website. Therefore, our system is working like this: When a new user uploads something, 

we receive a notification. It says this user tries to upload, do you trust this user? Shall they 

continue to upload from now on by themselves? When it is approved, the user continues to 

upload (O. Metin, personal communication, March 3, 2017).  

After uploading the activist videos from Occupy Gezi Park, bak.ma members planned to upload 

their personal archives next. As a result, footage from previous social movements, such as the 

TEKEL Resistance, Saturday People, the LGBTIQ movement, the feminist movement etc., were 

compiled on bak.ma. Nevertheless, their collection policy puts a remark on their archival strategy. 

Unlike in the case of the OWS Digital Archives located on a hard drive at Interference Archive, 

bak.ma members actually collected and transferred all of their recordings remaining from previous 

years as much as possible. Indeed, the idea of establishing an archive that not only focused on the 

Occupy Gezi Park movement but also embraced the history of social movements in Turkey, can 

already be seen as contributing to the historicization of Occupy Gezi Park as it was located among 

other similar socio-political struggles in Turkey’s past. Pelin Tan explains their intentions as 

follows: 

We didn’t want to make mainly a Gezi Archive. There is already TEKEL workers who are 

more powerful than Gezi, who occupied longly, they got their rights back. There are other 

examples. As if Gezi was the first time, glorifying it. Like, let’s not always upload Gezi. 

Therefore, [there are] other occupy movements. On the other, bak.ma has such a thing. In 

other words, bak.ma is not a Gezi archive (P. Tan, personal communication, October 17, 

2017).  

According to Artıkişler Collective, bak.ma poses a series of questions on “archiving practices and 

urban movements, collecting visual data, videograms of civil disobedience and the possible 

montage of revolution in a metaphoric sense” (Artıkişler Collective, 2016b). Indeed, as seen in the 

previous chapter, these are the same questions that were raised by the Born-Digital Working Group 

at Interference Archive, and while they did lead to the establishment of an online media archive, 
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discussions are still ongoing. This differentiation, I believe, originated from what was prioritized 

in the archives, which is essentially providing free public—online and/or offline—access to the 

materials. Naturally, this issue also raises the question of archival space. Physical space seems to 

matter more to Interference Archive, because their collection is mainly based on ephemeras, and 

they need space to house them. The digital collection is supplementary to the main archive. Josh 

MacPhee and Jen Hoyer from Interference Archive state that other duties such as paying the rent 

and keeping the doors open take precedence over digitizing and hosting digital materials online 

(MacPhee, 2016; Hoyer, 2016), since sharing the archive with the public can only be achieved as 

long as they keep the doors open. In a similar vein, Özge Çelikaslan recalls a period where they 

considered handing over the collection to an NGO that would host it and make it accessible to the 

public (Ö. Çelikaslan, personal communication, March 4, 2017). From this perspective, space was 

also an issue for bak.ma. It could be said that since the bak.ma collection is composed only of 

born-digital materials, hosting it on virtual space emerged as a practical strategy; especially given 

that the primary goal of bak.ma members was to establish an infrastructure that would allow for 

multiplying the image. Following this in-depth examination of two different archiving experiences 

in New York and in Istanbul, it is necessary to reconfigure the fundamental concepts of digital 

archiveology. In this framework, the next chapter discusses authority, space, IT infrastructure, 

collection policy, cataloging, and audience in autonomous media archives.  

Reconfiguring Archiving from the Perspective of Autonomous Media 

Archives   

In the present day, people commonly check their email inboxes and social media accounts when 

they are trying to remember something. When I was conducting interviews and asking people 

various details, such as, “When was that?” “Who else was involved besides you?” “Where did that 

happen?” etc., I was often told “Let me check my Instagram,” “I uploaded a photo on that day,” “I 

don’t remember who else was there but I can check my emails,” “There is a video on our YouTube 

channel, there you can see what I mean,” etc. In other words, in the digital era, all the websites, 

social media channels, and digital publications developed while social movements were taking 

place in the early twenty-first century can be seen as digital archives in and of themselves that 

strengthen the collective memory of political disobedience. Autonomy also seems to be a 

significant characteristic of disobedient archives. Yet according to Jacques Derrida, “a science of 
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archive must include the theory of this institutionalization, that is to say, the theory both of the law 

which begins by inscribing itself there and of the right which authorizes it” (Derrida, 1998: 4). On 

this framework, this section examines the heterogeneous structure of autonomous media archiving 

by focusing on two cases—the digital collection of the OWS Archiving Working Group in New 

York, and bak.ma, which hosts footage from Occupy Gezi Park in Istanbul—to address power 

relations in autonomous archives, and key concepts of digital archiveology.  

In contrast to traditional archives, autonomous media archives are mainly based on the idea of 

sharing; put another way, they support the idea of the Commons. Access to knowledge should be 

equal for everyone, and it should be free. Indeed, the idea of the internet is based on the free 

circulation of information, which is reminiscent of public libraries in the United States. It can thus 

be said that archival practices in autonomous archives are closer to librarianship rather than 

archiveology. Jenna Freedman—librarian, and volunteer at the OWS People’s Library—argues 

that archivists are more interested in preservation and context, while librarians are more trying to 

provide access to materials: 

I think context is still important to us, but maybe we are letting the reader or researcher 

make the connection and do the analyses. We are just presenting it. I am not 100 percent 

sure about the answer. I haven’t thought about it. So heavily. (…) Something like public 

service librarians, like me, we are all about access. Which is really hard for us to say no. 

Even if the cost of the material. If I possibly can, I am going to say, yes, here, take this, I 

am not asking you for ID or anything. Archivists, even though they are all about access 

too, they might say, “Could you possibly sign in. You know, could you use this in our 

reading room.” And signing in, I don’t mean, they are not trying to track anybody, but I 

just mean in terms of, I am not going let you walk outside with the thing (J. Freedman, 

personal communication, December 8, 2016). 

One of the main criticisms directed at the OWS Archives Working Group for donating the 

collection to Tamiment Library in fact stems from an understanding of the Information Commons. 

Since Tamiment Library is part of and housed in the NYU Library, visitors need to provide ID to 

enter the building, which is an obstacle to accessing the materials. Josh MacPhee describes 

accessing the OWS materials at Tamiment Library as follows:  
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Although Tamiment’s collection is normally open to the public, and the people work at 

Tamiment and projects at Tamiment are amazing and fabulous, you have to pass the armed 

guards to get there. You have to know that you have access to it because you absolutely 

don’t have access to any other part of that library. It is not public. You need to know that 

you can go there. You need to show ID. You need to. I mean, it is not some intimidating 

process to access. Especially if you are not like someone who is an academic or 

credentialed researcher who has experience, knowing how to access places like that. And 

for a 14-year-old kid who wants to know what happened in Occupy, it is not an easy place 

to get into (J. MacPhee, personal communication, October 6, 2016).  

Furthermore, as members of the OWS Archives Working Group said, they “were faced with a 

unique set of challenges, as well as the opportunity to address these challenges in an independent, 

non-hierarchical, non-institutional setting” (Evans, et al., 2014: 289). Group members were also 

of the opinion that the perception of an online archive as a secure repository should be questioned, 

since:  

[d]igital preservation is a multifaceted, long-term strategic process through which files are 

cataloged and managed in the short term, then stewarded on an ongoing basis. Content on 

the Web can disappear without a trace at the volition of the account holder who posted it, 

or the service provider such as YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, Flickr, or Tumblr (Evans, et 

al., 2014: 289).  

Members of the Working Group members also noted that the main discussion held in Zuccotti 

Park was around decentralizing archive. Amy Roberts recalls those discussions:  

And then a lot of philosophical questions particularly from Jez who thought that we should 

have decentralized archive. Because the movement was decentralized. So, we should not 

have everything in one place, but distribute it among supporters of the movement. And I 

fought against that because to me, that’s what ends up happening when you don’t archive. 

Everything ends up distributed among people. There is no place for someone to go and 

look and study and learn from the movement. An archive is a physical location, it is not 

just an idea. We spent months and months debating that. What is an archive? (…), should 

we be independent or not? Which actually was not the question, it was like, how would we 
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be independent? Like how do we get resources? How do we get support? (A. Roberts, 

personal communication, October 11, 2016).  

According to Jeremy Bold, a decentralized archive “makes it possible to get everything. You will 

never see everything. Certainly, I think, it is possible to say that you created an exhausted coverage 

or something” (Bold, 2016). Moreover, Bold wrote a song about decentralizing archives:89   

And the basics of that song, the critique was that an archive based on an Derridean archive 

is a site of political power, and it was essential if an activist movement or an activist 

organization wanted to execute power I guess. Then they need to be kind of responsible for 

their own archives. (…) I’d say that I support the idea of many archives that are networked 

in a way. In a way, there is some decentralization within nodes of archives, within a 

network of many archives. All sharing perspectives on similar things (J. Bold, personal 

communication, December 10, 2016).  

An essential critique of classical archiveology concerns having authority on history-writing, since 

archives determine what will be remembered and forgotten via their collection policies. Flinn 

argues that it is possible to ask the question of authority in community archives by mainly 

examining “the relationship between individual interactions with community archives and the 

construction of social or community memories, of how an ‘imagined’ community comes to be 

widely accepted” (Flinn, 2007: 165-166). Similarly, in the context of autonomous media archives, 

Ersan Ocak criticizes the power relationship by pointing to the hierarchical structure of databases 

of archives as follows: 

Archive is an institutional structure. Establishing an archive includes database design. As 

a beginning. But when the design of a database is started in an archive, it starts by 

producing a narrative in that institutional level. The concepts which are establishing the 

narrative have already order, and it determines the whole designs of the database. It is quite 

disciplinary. Something one would know from museum studies. There are strong and strict 

canons in order to organize an archive in a museum. It can be differentiated regarding the 

type of the museums, but each of those canons designs the database and they reshape it. In 

 
89 See “Archives are built on “Archives are built on an ideology of waste”: 

https://soundcloud.com/jezbold/archives-are-built-on-an (Accessed on November 16, 2016) 

https://soundcloud.com/jezbold/archives-are-built-on-an
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this case, an archive is, in my opinion, is a closed space. It is clear what it says concerning 

discourse, and political and ethical situation. Above all, it holds an offensive authority. I 

mean, I’m going to preserve it. To where? To the future? What kind of future? They don’t 

know. In the future, someone, someone that they don’t know, hypothetically historians and 

that sort of people, social historian, political historian, art historian, whoever that is, will 

come back and look at it. Moreover, they will be lasting in the history and added on the 

history, since they have been preserved, and registered (E. Ocak, personal communication, 

March 7, 2017). 

Correspondingly, the second vivid discussion in Zuccotti Park was about authority: Who decides 

what? Who has the power? The horizontal organization of the Occupy movements was also valid 

in the working groups, which Amy Roberts criticized as follows: “There was another issue with 

just Occupy in general; just because it’s non-hierarchical and horizontal doesn’t mean that you can 

do whatever you want without respect to other people” (A. Roberts, personal communication, 

October 11, 2016). Moreover, in Roberts’s opinion, the consensus-building model of decision 

making was challenging to the process. From this perspective, she compares the OWS Archives 

Working Group and Interference Archive:  

Accountability, division labor, decision making, resources, how do you manage resources? 

We [Interference Archive] have a physical space here. We can get, we finally become able 

to get grants. We got a non-profit status. It was another thing we debated extensively at 

Occupy. But we could not move forward, because one person just thought we should not 

exist (A. Roberts, personal communication, October 11, 2016).  

A main obstacle mentioned by almost every interviewee from Interference Archive was keeping 

doors open. Naturally, an archive brings with it the question of space, primarily for storage. In 

addition, having space necessitates having staff. Here, Interference Archive offers a unique 

approach with its volunteer-based staffing program. Put another way, autonomous archives 

reconfigure the space and the staff in archiveology, as Josh MacPhee explains:  

The only structure is the people who are involved. I mean, something like 85 percent of 

our budget goes to rent. We are in New York City, people have an illusion that there is all 

of this that you pull back the curtain, and there is always things happening behind the scene. 
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Here there is no curtain, what you see is what you get. The person that you walk in the 

door, greets you at the door. Or [the person who] introduces you space is also probably the 

person who washes the floor, and organizes the exhibition, and who is going to get the beer 

for the event next week. You know, everyone does a little bit of everything (J. MacPhee, 

personal communication, October 6, 2016). 

In the age of digital culture, the question of space also includes virtual storage. At Interference 

Archive, born-digital materials are kept on a hard drive and are not available online because space 

is also an issue on the World Wide Web. First, it requires IT expertise. Second, given the size of 

born-digital materials, storage capacity needs to be extended, and storage is costly. Therefore, for 

most autonomous archives, using social media tools is the easiest; such as posting videos on 

YouTube and photo albums on Flickr. Interference Archive, for instance, hosts its podcasts series 

on Soundcloud instead of their online catalog. Louise Barry—a member of the Audio Working 

Group at Interference Archive—states that they rent space monthly on Soundcloud and have 

unlimited storage. In her opinion, it is essential to be available in different platforms: 

We started using Soundcloud only. And then we realized we need to get on iTunes to have 

people be able to listen. Regularly. Because once they subscribe, then it just reminds them. 

We have just kept Soundcloud. But I think, I would like to keep it. Because it is good to 

have a place that people can get to if they are not, if they don’t want to listen on their phone, 

if they want to listen on their computer. Soundcloud is really easy to share, and on iTunes, 

it is not. You can’t embed it on a website, which we want to be able to do. Because we also 

put our podcasts on blog posts. And I think people listen through the blog also (L. Barry, 

personal communication, November 27, 2016).  

Similarly, Clara Delaplace—volunteer at Museum of Reclaimed Urban Space (MoRUS)—and Bill 

Di Paola—the founder of MoRUS—say they use social media as an archiving tool at MoRUS 

because it is easier than hosting on their own server (B. Di Paola, personal communication, 

November 26, 2016, 2016; C. Delaplace, personal communication, November 22, 2016): “Yes. 

We use social media to update people about our events and campaigns. We use YouTube and 

Flickr to archive” (B. Di Paola, personal communication, November 26, 2016). Additionally, Bill 

Di Paola states that they have internal group discussions about using social media; in his opinion, 
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it really doesn’t exist any support to ‘positive content’, which means any content not including 

complaints, fights or violence:   

Because if you post something like someone putting a tree in the ground, you will only get 

maybe one like. If you post someone complaining, you get a hundred likes. So, this idea of 

people using social media in this fashion of supporting people complaining, demonstrating, 

angry, selfie, sex has been really winning, and to get people to support caring has been 

losing. So, we are constantly trying to figure this out; how can we use social media? 

Because when you use social media in a positive way, it doesn’t seem to work out; it seems 

you are really not attractive to people. We are hoping that this will change. But for the 

moment, we are still using it to archive (B. Di Paola, personal communication, November 

26, 2016).  

In the case of bak.ma, space has mainly been an issue of virtual space, such as tapes, CDs, mini-

DVDs, hard disks, websites, clouds, servers, etc. Additionally, social media is used with the aim 

of disseminating the image. Alper Şen—member of Artıkişler Collective—criticizes the 

correlation between hosting activist videos on social media and their dissemination via public 

sharing as follows:   

Indeed, what we call rating and its own practice, what people are watching, with which 

motivations they are watching; we can’t screen an Eisenstein film in order not to make 

public standing up and saying, “come on!” It is quite pacified, it is what they call 

clicktivism. It is important to discuss the milieu that it has been turned into. People believe 

that sharing an activist video is more political than going to a demonstration. Naturally, its 

first consequence is that streets are getting evicted (A. Şen, personal communication, 

March 14, 2017).  

It can also be argued that in the case of autonomous archives, the space issue raises the question 

of collection policy as well. Directly related to that is storage capacity. For instance, Amy Roberts 

claims that since the OWS Archives Working Group collection is enormous, it was not possible to 

house the ephemera at Interference Archive. The same holds true for the collection at her apartment 

(A. Roberts, personal communication, October 11, 2016). From this perspective, she defines the 

collection policy of Interference Archive as follows:  
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“Here we don’t, we have a policy of not collecting one of a kind works, although I think 

we do have some of the latter. But we mainly do collecting [the copies] distributed. We 

don’t collect personal papers, and we don’t collect things requiring a lot of preservation 

work, which actually the Occupy collection would have. Those are all very practical and 

political decisions. We want people to be able to use things and touch things (A. Roberts, 

personal communication, October 11, 2016).  

Today, they do not regularly go to collect materials; archival materials usually come through 

donations, as again stated by Amy Roberts:  

Activists come to us. We have a relationship with activists, they gave us stuff, we have 

events here. It is not a static space at all, it is a very living breathing kind of activist space. 

But I want to see us go out and actively collect. A little more. At demonstrations. But that 

is how I start (A. Roberts, personal communication, October 11, 2016).  

Over the years, there have been instances where Interference Archive turned down donations, due 

to issues related to preserving the materials, or their access policies. As Jen Hoyer—librarian and 

facilitator of Cataloging Party at Interference Archive—defines their collection policy as follows:  

[S]o we don’t take personal papers. We don’t take like organizational minutes, records of 

an organization, basically we don’t take things there is only usually one copy of. Those 

things have privacy issues, and we can’t guarantee that they would stay private. We just 

don’t have the infrastructure to maintain that kind of privacy control. It is not in our mission 

to serve that kind of material, so we aren’t interested in setting up the infrastructure for it 

(J. Hoyer, personal communication, November 5, 2016). 

 Indeed, Interference Archive is currently working on providing better access to their collection by 

launching and developing an online catalog. Having an online catalog goes hand in hand with the 

question of whether or not to host the archival materials online. According to Jen Hoyer, an online 

catalog provides better access because it enables easier research in the archive, which has 

motivated them to organize a “Cataloging Party” with volunteers. Archival experience is not a 

prerequisite; participants basically need laptops and smartphones to join the party. Hoyer 

summarizes the process from accepting the donation to cataloging it online as follows:  
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Let’s say you come in and you give me a donation material. I would get as much 

information from you as I can. In terms of who you are, if you want to share information 

about where the material came from. We do actually have an online donor form. I don’t 

know how often donors actually fill out. But it is to capture some information. If the donors 

are willing, we can put in touch them with the Audio Working Group. Because that Audio 

Working Group was set up to do podcasts with people who donate material or collection, 

as a way to capture more context about the stuff here in the archive. I’ll write down your 

name, contact info, at least if you give that to me. People can definitely specify that they 

want to give donations anonymously. But then I’ll go into our catalog, and I’ll create a lot 

[record]. So that is just the record for the entire donation stuff that you gave me. And it will 

be assigned a lot number, and a lot number on every item that you gave me. I would actually 

put it away in the archive. So, I’d separate things out by format. But once we get to 

cataloging, the box of zines, that has, maybe some of the zine you donated. When I catalog 

the item, I see the lot number on it. And then I link, I create a record for this zine and 

describe the whole zine. But I’ll link that record back to the lot record for your donation. 

So, we do kind of have a virtual representation of your original donation, even though we 

separate things here by format for storage purposes (J. Hoyer, personal communication, 

November 5, 2016).  

Moreover, it is possible to argue that providing access to the archival materials is strictly related 

to cataloging, since it enables searching in the archive. Bonnie Gordon frames it as follows:  

Purpose of the catalog is to not have as much detailed information as possible for people 

to be able to find stuff. We definitely have enough information to find stuff. And a 

researcher wants to know who took the video and where exactly they were, it’s on them to 

figure that out (B. Gordon, personal communication, November 20, 2016).  

Additionally, Gordon deems it unnecessary to watch every video for cataloging, since going back 

and updating it is always an option:  

[F]or cataloging, I mean, you can create an anonymous record that is like date, title, who 

made it, maybe some other information you can gather easily. And then you can go back 

later when you find out more information. Because we are all volunteers. Someone who is 
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researching that material, they are more than welcome to get an account on our cataloging 

website and edit the catalog themselves (B. Gordon, personal communication, November 

20, 2016).  

As a trained professional digital archivist, Bonnie Gordon has studied workflows and guidelines 

for archiving born-digital materials, including cataloging. In her opinion, if a researcher needs to 

watch the video, they have to watch: “We’ll do as much description as possible, and again with 

the way the hard drive is organized will be different in a catalog. I mean, there will be subject 

lines” (B. Gordon, personal communication, November 20, 2016).  

Cataloging is also quite crucial for personal archives when it comes to centralizing archival 

materials. For instance, the hard disk at Interference Archive that hosts footage from OWS is listed 

by year/month/day. To find an image from a specific event, one needs first to know the date it 

occurred on. During the interviews it also became clear that videographers usually filed images by 

date; in specific cases, the name of the event is added to the file name. Onur Metin notes how 

challenging it can be to find an image in his archives due to lack of information:  

For instance, I’m struggling with such a problem now regarding properly tagging. One of 

my friends, Sevgi [Türkmen], requested an image from me. Himmet Şahin—President of 

METU Alumni Association—recently passed away. Sevgi was asked to make a 

documentary film about him. Sevgi thought that I might have related images. Probably, I 

have. But it will take days to review all METU recordings. If I had a proper tagging, if I 

had noted Himmet Şahin at the moment that he appears in the video, I would have easily 

found all of them. I could have given [the image to Sevgi] immediately. But I had to deal 

with this for a couple days, and the come out was not very well (O. Metin, personal 

communication, March 3, 2017).  

The Occupy movements, however, present another challenge in terms of cataloging massive 

amounts of images. Marisa Holmes describes her experience in identifying images in the Media 

Working Group:  

People are supposed to stay anonymous. You can see in the footage. You can see by date. 

When it is uploaded. And then sometimes, of yeah this is from this action, that was actually 
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five days before what it says because maybe they shot something later. So there is not 

always correspondence. So always go back and look at all that. But that was basically the 

process (M. Holmes, personal communication, December 2, 2016). 

Nevertheless, providing access by making it possible to browse through an online or digital catalog 

brings with it the question of infrastructure. Interference Archive has spent a lot of effort on 

figuring out the best methodology for cataloging that is suited to the different formats of their 

archival materials. Jen Hoyer explains their cataloging infrastructure:  

There were a couple of options that had been turning around. Everyone was seriously 

considering OMEKA. OMEKA is not as customizable as Collective Access. And for this 

collection, it makes sense to me there was really a desire to have something very 

customizable, because the stuff that we have in this archive can’t all be described in really 

standard cataloging fields. So, we set up a platform that allows us to be much more specific 

about the material here. So, we can describe it in a way that accurate and hopefully helpful 

(J. Hoyer, personal communication, November 5, 2016).  

Infrastructure challenges are familiar to bak.ma, built in pan.do/ra, as well. Basically, the site is 

not user-friendly and welcoming. (S. Mert, personal communication, July 21, 2016; S. Türkmen, 

personal communication, March 3, 2016; E. Ocak, personal communication, March 7, 2016). 

Ersan Ocak interprets pan.do/ra as follows: 

The infrastructure is quite tough, searching for what lies in where. It is not orientating for 

instance. (…) It is a typical open source rhetoric. The programming is based on the object. 

They solve quite well by adding objects to each other. The success is aesthetically powerful 

coding. Brilliant coding is really an issue among coders. That’s another thing. I don’t think 

that backend is also so… They have done a great job. A powerful job. They established an 

infrastructure. But their best job is the opportunity of establishing infrastructure easily. I 

mean, the simplicity of downloading pan.do/ra, , and build on a server. It is an essential 

job, and they managed it (E. Ocak, personal communication, March 7, 2016).  

In contrast, Oktay İnce—co-founder of Seyr-i Sokak—criticizes the idea of making everything 

available online on the basis of his perspective on the politics of the image: 
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I have criticism towards bak.ma Archive. How do I use my own archive? Maybe it can 

help. Eventually, I also have an archive, right? Including edited, online and raw. For 

instance, one wants to make a documentary with an image that only recorded by me. They 

heard that I have it, they come to me. They request a part of an incident for example. First 

of all, I select it. Who is that documentarist, what they have done till now, their project? 

Their point of view? If I feel positive, I provide support. Otherwise, I don’t share the image. 

It is a borderline (O. İnce, personal communication, March 3, 2017). 

Regardless, Oktay İnce believes that presenting a video within a context, with information on date, 

event, and supplementary text is more effective; he argues that simply having a series of raw 

images disconnects the image from its event (O. İnce, personal communication, March 3, 2017). 

Indeed, İnce differentiates between the online sharing of edited videos and raw images on the basis 

of authorship:  

Above all, bak.ma is an open archive. This is distinguished in my opinion. It is also 

something that I prefer in my case. We discussed who is the real author of the image, and 

we said, protesters. The one who is recorded. Now, an open archive is disconnected from 

the one who is recorded. In this manner, maybe, the recorded one doesn’t want this. Of 

course, we can’t check it. We can’t ask everybody. But there could be someone who doesn’t 

want to be recorded. In this manner, it can mean that it is an abuse of rights. An open 

archive might have this kind of issues. (…) Because edited, published videos, in a sense, 

are considered as they are approved by the recorded one. Because there, in some clippings, 

we cut… What is critical? Both personal and legal inconveniences. Inconveniences against 

people’s rights. Since we cut them during the editing, they don’t include this kind of 

inconveniences. We can consider almost as they are approved (O. İnce, personal 

communication, March 3, 2017).  

The concern for security in autonomous media archives is another multi-faceted issue, ranging 

from the security of the people in the images to having to hand over the materials to the police. 

Enabling videos online increases the risk. For instance, reflecting on their discussions at 

Interference Archive, Amy Roberts highlights the danger of collecting livestreaming videos as 

follows:  
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Some people in the working group worked with people in media working group about that. 

But then it was not communicated to everyone in media working group. It seems like 

documentary films. I mean a lot of livestream footage could have been used as evidence. 

That’s like a difficult thing to deal with. Because that can be used against you. That’s a 

really complicated legal question. But like documentaries, exhibits, evidence (A. Roberts, 

personal communication, October 11, 2016). 

Since the OWS Digital Archive—a compilation of footage from various events related to OWS—

is housed at Interference Archive, archiving livestreams raises a crucial discussion for its members. 

For instance, in Bonnie Gordon’s opinion: 

Livestream video, I mean, I take in general. We don’t collect... We collect things made for 

public consumption, which is why we tend to not worry about that. For the livestream 

footage, that’s been a concern that we discussed, it is also publicly available. [It] has been 

publicly available. I mean, so putting the video online is going to happen after putting 

everything online anyway. (...) But like Occupy was a public space too. It is not an easy 

answer. It is worth to discuss (B. Gordon, personal communication, November 20, 2016). 

Amy Roberts adds it is important for Interference Archive to explain to donors that they do not 

provide any security:  

I think it is valid. It was always a huge concern. We had to explain to everyone that this is 

not a closed archive. This is not a restricted archive. So, when you doubt, don’t give it to 

us. If you don’t want police to see it, don’t give it to us. If you worry about anything, don’t 

give it to us. We can’t protect these materials. If they are worried about access. There is no 

protection that we can offer (A. Roberts, personal communication, October 11, 2016).  

Anna Perricci, who is working on a web archiving project for human rights movements, describes 

the ethical dilemma in recording social movements:  

One of the hardest things about web archiving is someone put up there for the world to see, 

but they may want to delete that tweet someday, and once it is archived it is sure they can’t. 

(…) This has been collected for future use, but if it is used in a dangerous way but I am 

sorry, (...). The privacy in the twenty-first century is not the same as it was 50-100 years 
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ago. (...) You don’t discourage people to donate, but you don’t want them to give you 

something without knowing where it could go (A. Perricci, personal communication, 

December 17, 2016). 

At this point, the question of “which video is worth to be archived” appears as one of the crucial 

interrogations of the question of “too much material.” As is widely known, archives and libraries 

usually collect materials from organizations and individuals, but in the case of the Occupy 

movements, materials come from different sources, especially from the internet, as the creator, 

owner, or donor of the content. Moreover, the consensus model of decision-making adopted by 

the occupiers reflects equally on their archival practices. According to Fair, “[t]he ways history is 

controlled by those in power, how this manifests in archival traditions—in terms of what is 

collected and preserved, how it is described, and how it is made accessible” (Fair, 2014: 186) has 

been questioned in a radical perspective of “telling our own stories.” In addition, as the role of the 

archivist transformed throughout the ages, selection has become a key component. Within this new 

understanding, the archivist plays a role “as an active shaper of the historical record. The archivist 

was no longer invisible” (Kaplan, 2002: 216).  

With data coming in from different sources, copyright emerges as another critical issue. Indeed, 

autonomous archives position themselves as “custodians, not owners, of the histories their 

collections represent” (Fair, 2014: 186). Materials in autonomous archives are mostly Creative 

Commons licensed, or at least are shared without a fee. Yet there is another aspect to the matter of 

authorship and ownership: Claiming that the materials do not belong to any specific person can be 

interpreted as though they can be taken and used by anyone. Amy Roberts recalls the day a man 

took one of the unique signs donated by Egyptian protesters who were visiting OWS: 

People were like, this is everybody’s, so I can take it. It was hard to argue with it. But at 

the same, I was like; yeah, but that was the only copy, and I don’t know how to get another 

one (laughing). It was weird to be spending so much time talking about stuff. Who owns 

that stuff? I don’t know. For me it was the Commons. It belongs to everybody. So, you 

should be able to take it? That was my attitude. One individual should walk off something 

that belongs to everyone. I don’t know, if they felt like I shouldn’t be telling them that, 
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they are perfectly welcome to step up, and take over, but I was doing (A. Roberts, personal 

communication, October 11, 2016).  

Furthermore, collecting data from the internet, from online repositories such as Facebook, Twitter, 

YouTube, and Flickr, poses an essential question of ownership, depending on the terms of services 

of these various platforms: Does having a public account on social media also mean that the posts 

are public? This is an ethical question that is crucial, for instance, in the Documenting Now project: 

DocNow responds to the public’s use of social media for chronicling historically 

significant events as well as demand from scholars, students, and archivists, among others, 

seeking a user-friendly means of collecting and preserving this type of digital content. 

DocNow has a strong commitment to prioritizing ethical practices when working with 

social media content, especially in terms of collection and long-term preservation. This 

commitment extends to Twitter’s notion of honoring user intent and the rights of content 

creators (DocNow, 2018).  

DocNow is a project that develops certain tools for researchers to work with Twitter data. Yvonne 

Ng—Senior Archivist at WITNESS—is part of the project, with more than 200 people across the 

USA. She interprets the tool from the perspective of authorship rights:   

If you put yourself out on Twitter, you can’t stop yourself being surveilled. If you are an 

institution using a DocNow tool, do you make it even easier for people to be surveilled? 

Or you can attribute it. I mean, that’s still. . . Maybe you can’t prevent somebody from 

being surveilled if they are putting stuff out on Twitter. But you are perpetuating it. If the 

person takes down Twitter, but you still have the collection (Y. Ng, personal 

communication, October 6, 2016).  

Another critical aspect in archiving social movements lies in their temporality. As previously 

discussed, temporality challenges both cataloging the archival materials and also their reuse. For 

instance, after the Occupy movements, the materials from OWS and Occupy Gezi Park were very 

much in demand. Fatih Pınar recalls the days right after the occupation of Gezi Park:  

Especially, in the period of Gezi. My God, what was that? I was giving away, but I got 

bored replying to emails. Remember Gezi; from the USA, Germany, Czech Republic, 
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Japan. I don’t even [consider] from Turkey, like can we use it? There are also certain 

serious documentary projects, since the whole world was watching here. Especially, June 

15, images of Gezi Park’s eviction were highly requested. I was saying to everyone that 

they can use it? (F. Pınar, personal communication, March 16, 2017). 

Moreover, there is no way to know how many people viewed the OWS Digital Archive, since 

visitor traffic is not recorded. Bonnie Gordon underlines that the volunteers at Interference Archive 

can only speculate about the visitors that come in during their staffing hours (Gordon, 2016). In 

the case of bak.ma, gathering information on archive users is possible, but it is not possible to have 

an overview of the audience overall since the platform allows anonymous users, and signing in is 

not obligatory. Similarly, at Interference Archive, none of the requests are recorded. After 

checking registered users on bak.ma and their visiting traffic on the platform, Onur Metin 

expresses his opinion as follows:  

It could be a great resource in order to find something when we search for, in case we can 

use it properly. But, as I said, it is a quite tough editing. Reviewing image second by second, 

considering the sense of the image, finding meaningful words to define that image. It is 

quite tough to set common words. Therefore, it is not possible to use it efficiently (O. 

Metin, personal communication, March 3, 2017).  

Materials in social movement archives can also be used in various research projects; the animation 

videos in the OWS Digital Archive are a case in point. As Anna Perricci narrates:  

Say the animations. Say there is an art historian interested in animations. So, Jessie’s 

animations could be a part of how this era of animations interacted. Or say someone is 

interested in art and politics. Well, those animations or the images in combination with 

screen print collections and other things that give you a more comprehensive view of the 

created output of political movements of the early twenty-first century. Say, you are 

making a documentary about Occupy or social movements in the early twenty-first century. 

The Global Revolution footage is really important. And being able to sample from it on the 

Creative Commons License is really important. Say, you are writing your dissertation about 

police action in Occupy. The Occupy data sets, they are analyzing tweets and badge 
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numbers, and all the other stuff, where else you are going to find that? It is a ready-made 

data set (A. Perricci, personal communication, December 17, 2016). 

It is also important to note that language—or the availability of translation—also plays a crucial 

role in illustrating audience profiles. Indeed, both OWS and Occupy Gezi Park claimed they were 

part of a global revolution; accordingly, materials from these movements display a variety of 

languages: mainly English and Spanish in New York, and Turkish and Kurdish in Istanbul. In 

Istanbul, Architecture for All (Herkes İçin Mimarlık) paid extra attention to translating the content 

on the “What’s Happening in Taksim” timeline into as many languages as possible. As Emre 

Gündoğdu recalls, “An open call was made, texts were posted, there were book sheets I guess in 

English, German, Italian, Spanish, French, etc. Who can translate into which language? People 

immediately were crowded around there” (E. Gündoğdu, personal communication, March 10, 

2016).  

Understanding the audience profile brings with it the question of outreach programming. Josh 

MacPhee explains the primary communication channel of Interference Archives as follows:  

[I]t is largely kind of word of mouth and then digital versions of word of mouth. We 

produce print promotional materials, both for the archive and for most exhibitions, all 

exhibitions, and some of the bigger events. Then we distribute throughout the city. Then 

we have mailing list that we built from the ground up in five years existed at this point, 

three or four thousand people on it. Then we send out a weekly announcement about what’s 

happening here. And then we have like social media, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and 

our website. But really the strongest thing that gets people in here is that someone talks 

about it (J. MacPhee, personal communication, October 6, 2016).  

Organizing public events such as talks, film screenings, workshops, and exhibitions also have an 

impact on spreading the word about Interference Archive. According to Josh MacPhee, the 

audience of the archive is arguably both visitor and donor: 

So, the audience that is here really changes depending on what the event or the exhibition, 

or the project is. That’s happening in the city and simultaneously this thing has been 

happening, which I think makes sense, but we had not fully like conceptualized from the 
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beginning, what we do seems like make more sense in other parts of the world. So, we get 

people who are part of similar projects or social movements from all over the rest of the 

world that are coming through. In part, because NY is a global airport, so people are coming 

through all the time and some come from London and are involved in housing struggles, 

and drop off some flyers, someone comes from Malaysia, has a poster about the political 

campaign and they leave it here. Someone just donated all social [movement materials] in 

Greece, drops off a pile of pamphlets. And that’s happening all the time (J. MacPhee, 

personal communication, October 6, 2016).  

Interference Archive organizes exhibitions mostly with materials from the archives. They also 

borrow from other institutions and individuals. As again explained by Josh MacPhee: 

Sometimes people come with the idea of doing an exhibition, which they already have a 

significant body of work. And then we add to it, or they pull things out from our collection 

to add to it. So, it really depends on the project. Sometimes we don’t have the material, but 

doing any exhibition is an opportunity for us to collect it (J. MacPhee, personal 

communication, October 6, 2016).  

Moreover, exhibition decisions are taken collectively following discussions in the Administration 

Working Group:  

There have been two primary ways that exhibitions have come out of the space. One is that 

people who are actively engaged and involved here say, I am really interested in and putting 

together an exhibition around X, Y or Z. Then the other is we had some sort contacts and 

says, I would like to organize an exhibition. Or a group contacts us around X, Y or Z. In 

terms of the decision making, some of that has evolved based on how our organizational 

structure has evolved over five years. But the final decision about what exhibition happens, 

at this point, falls with the Administration Working Group. We are just a working group 

who deals with all of the structural administration of the space. From paying the rent, 

electric bills to making sure that space is staffed, we are open, to producing the promotional 

material about the space, to organizing kind of being the ultimate responsibility layer when 

it comes to exhibitions (J. MacPhee, personal communication, October 6, 2016).  
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In the case of bak.ma—or its present-day representative, the Artıkişler Collective—the idea of 

participating in art exhibitions occurred in parallel with discussing and reflecting on their own 

video practices.90 As Alper Şen explains, exhibitions emerged as a response to the discussion of 

screening strategies:  

Actually, we [realized] later that these Works include an artistic form, it was told to us, it 

was embedded. It has a certain artistic. Maybe that’s why, the exhibition opened in Depo, 

Fire and Wedding exhibition, was something for us that Artıkişler reformulated itself. I 

shall not say re-, but it occurred as a space that Artıkişler’s image collection was structured 

through their forms. But it included Karahaber, etc. as well. Because we started to realize 

that the issue is not production; it is the issue of screening venues. Indeed, you cross over 

tv immediately. Your production is not televisual. Back then, social media was not that 

powerful; it was fragile and weak. (…) 2012. It was occurring recently… It was something 

that we were discussing too much at that period. If you know “how to speak”, and if you 

have a little political narrative, when you have emerged slowly in Istanbul, it is easy to fly 

into an artist form. They are trying you. (Laughing) It is also important how you execute 

your work afterward. The possibility is that you start with a political narrative, and then 

become an art gallery character. ‘Have you seen my last exhibition?’ (A. Şen, personal 

communication, March 14, 2017).  

After the occupiers were evicted from Gezi Park, Özge Çelikaslan recalls that Videoccupy 

received invitations to attend talks, screening, and exhibition projects:  

We are invited to public talks. There were film screenings. We screened everywhere 

actually. We screened them in movie theaters as well, in exhibition rooms. We made talks 

at several festivals. We went abroad and received considerable interest there. Videoccupy’s 

echo continued for a couple of years in this manner. Joined several exhibitions. We had 

created three concepts, Park-Street-Square. In other words, we curated our short-edited 

videos and exhibited them. They were first exhibited in DEPO. Naturally, foreign groups, 

 
90 The Artıkişler Collective’s “bak.ma – don.t look” video has participated in 14th Istanbul Biennial 06.09-

01.11.2015 and 2016 Transmediale – Berlin 03-08.02.2016. (http://artikisler.net/works-isler/bak-ma-don-tlook/) 

(Accessed November 11, 2018)  

 

http://artikisler.net/works-isler/bak-ma-don-tlook/
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journalists were coming. Everyone was inviting us. We were talking, screening. (Laughs) 

That was a quite intensive process (Ö. Çelikaslan, personal communication, March 4, 

2017).  

Yet participating in exhibitions once again raised the question of authorship: to whom does the 

image belong? Alper Şen explains that Artıkişler Collective claims Creative Commons license—

Share Alike—and uploads their videos on the internet. “Actually, concerning practices, it is not 

clear who does what. Because the produced material doesn’t claim copyright. We upload 

everything that we produce manifestly on the Internet. People download it as they wish” (A. Şen, 

personal communication, March 14, 2017).  

Similarly, members of Architecture for All (Herkes İçin Mimarlık) discussed exhibiting “the 

#OccupyGezi Architecture” archive.91 Emre, for instance, questions the methodology for the 

displays from a more curatorial standpoint:  

We did this for the blog. How can it be exhibited? It’s done, and turning it into a mural or 

something is not all that meaningful. The most reasonable approach was to publish it as an 

open-source zine. That’s how it was published for the 2nd Design Biennial (E. Gündoğdu, 

personal communication, March 10, 2016).  

Yelta Köm also notes that ‘social movements’ was a common keyword in the exhibitions they took 

part in:  

We participated in very specific exhibitions. One of them was the “Disobedient Objects” 

exhibition in London. It was an exhibition built on resistance. Materials produced during 

the resistance were displayed. The resistance at the same time as us, the one after us—

although we didn’t get to see too many details of that one later. During the resistance 

movement in Ukraine after ours, they made similar illustrations. They displayed them side 

by side. The one in Germany was already about resistance in Turkey, called “Resistance in 

Turkey between 1977 and 2013” … Again, at SALT, ‘Civic Disobedience’. In my opinion, 

what it is requested in the exhibitions [is that] it attracts people’s attention, because the 

project has a context of archives and documentation, and it is not photography. This is an 

 
91 See “#OccupyGezi Architecture”: http://occupygeziarchitecture.tumblr.com/ (Accessed February 9, 2018).  

http://occupygeziarchitecture.tumblr.com/
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illustration and thus involves interpretation. What is observed has already been filtered (Y. 

Köm, personal communication, March 10, 2016).  

Today, the #OccupyGezi Architecture blog serves an open source archive of content that is free to 

download, use, and remix. The critical point is that there is no remark on the authorship of the 

illustrations. For instance, as Emre states, they are not Creative Commons licensed (Gündoğdu, 

2016).Yelta Köm’s comment seems to suggest that Architecture for All considers all public 

material on the internet as open to public use: “I mean, you can download it from the blog. Because 

a blog is public, if you like [it], download it and use it as you wish” (Y. Köm, personal 

communication, March 10, 2016).  

Fieldwork has shown that it was autonomous activist archivist groups that collected materials from 

the Occupy movements in New York and Istanbul, and it is autonomous archives that house the 

born-digital materials today: on a hard disk at Interference Archive, and on an online platform at 

bak.ma. Certain terms associated with classical archiveology—archiving, collection policy, 

security of materials, authorship, etc.—have gained new implications in the age of digital culture 

and in the conceptual framework of early twenty-first century social movements. The field is 

composed of different experiences based on what was prioritized in terms of the necessities of the 

movements and the archives, and the differences in experience have left the archives dealing with 

different questions. Yet certain themes are common:  authorship, and who has the right to decide 

what to collect; storage, and how is it possible to store enormous amounts of digital archival 

materials; security, and how to protect both the archival materials and protesters; and finally 

access, and how to provide free access to public platforms. As Marisa Holmes summarizes, the 

tools necessary for archiving born-digital materials are clearly apparent: “We need hard drives. 

We need money for hard drives. We need people to have time to sit and process everything and 

put it up online. It has not just happened in a various way” (M. Holmes, personal communication, 

December 2, 2016). In this framework, the next section speculates on the future of the present of 

archival practices related to born-digital materials and their contribution to history-writing.  

The Future of the Present: Analytical Imagination  

Emerging as a struggle against power relations in classical archives, grassroots archiving aims to 

challenge mainstream history-writing by focusing on community histories via community 
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archives, and its inherent nonhierarchical structure lends itself to autonomy, which highlights the 

demand for social justice for all. In this setting, activist videos that remain from two early twenty-

first century social movements—one in New York City and the other in Istanbul—have largely 

been archived by activist archivists; and today, they are housed in autonomous media archives that 

are open to free public online or offline access. The autonomous archiving of activist videos 

naturally raises a series of questions related to authenticity-authorship, collection policy-

curatorship, storage-virtual space, and access-security. This study elaborates on these questions 

from the perspective of history-writing and argues that grassroots archiving is struggling against 

obliviousness as autonomous archives mainly represent unspoken social memory. Indeed, 

according to Vosloo, “Remembrance is not about recalling the past or about preserving it but is 

needed to disrupt the present” (Vosloo, 2005: 390). Additionally, Derrida argues that the archive 

is not only a matter of the past but “[i]t is a question of the future, the question of the future itself, 

the question of a response, of a promise and of a responsibility for tomorrow” (Derrida 1998: 36). 

In this framework, this section illustrates an analytical imagination of the future of the present by 

examining autonomous media archives from the perspective of opportunities presented by and 

obstacles to archiving early twenty-first century social movements.  

Autonomous media archives challenge the authority in history-writing, especially by turning the 

camera towards oppressed and marginalized groups in society, such as ethnic and religious 

minorities, the working class, feminist movements, gender issues, environmentalists, etc. In the 

age of “everyone is a media outlet,” establishing the collection policy of autonomous archives 

challenges curatorship based on the question of “what is worth archiving; what is not?” In the case 

of early twenty-first century social movements, for instance, digital technologies easily allow the 

mass production of images, and enable multiple recordings of the same event. From the perspective 

of activist archivists, this brings with it the matter of whether to archive all events or be selective. 

In other words, whose story should be included or excluded? Previously, in the period of traditional 

archiving of newspaper clippings and television clips, mass media was making the selections. 

Undoubtedly, “everything is worth archiving;” but collecting activist videos without curating them 

raises a series of other questions concerning security, storage, and access. Thus, as Vosloo claims, 

“it seems as if the new technology poses important challenges for thinking about the archive and 

archiving today” (Vosloo, 2005: 385).  
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Interference Archive, for instance, has had to turn down a collection of oral histories, since the 

donor requested specific privacy conditions that they could not meet. Jen Hoyer explains their 

collection policy with an example:  

“Someone wanted to donate an oral history collection. And they wanted the people who 

gave oral histories to be specified. Because it was from the queer and I think mostly trans 

population. So, they wanted people to be specified if it only be accessible to other trans 

people, to the queer community and then everyone. (…) And we were like, we don’t have 

a set up for that, and it’s not our goal to do that. So, we said them, listen, this is an amazing 

collection, but we are not the home for it. Also, someone wanted to donate these massive 

posters once. They were not actually like banners, but they were like larger than banners. 

They blurred the line between like the artwork regarding one of the original artwork and 

social movement material. And we also realized, we don’t have any tables in this archive 

that would be big enough to unroll them on to. So that’s an access issue (J. Hoyer, personal 

communication, November 5, 2016).  

In terms of digital privacy issues today, new rules have been set by the European Union, called the 

General Data Protection Regulation, which mainly addresses data collection and sharing with third 

parties. It inevitably also addresses the question of recording on the street. Indeed, in the age of 

social media, everyone is recording on the streets, and there are times when a vlogging camera 

becomes a means for “reporting from a crime scene.” For example, Melisa Beleli, a vlogger 

originally from Turkey and currently based in London, recorded moments from the coup attempt 

on July 15, 2016, at Istanbul’s Atatürk Airport. The video starts with regular images of a morning 

routine heading to the airport.92 Melisa had set out on a one-day trip to Istanbul, arriving in the 

morning and leaving at 11 pm. The vlog features her having coffee with friends, talking about her 

daily program, and wandering around in a shopping mall. On her way back home, she vlogs at the 

airport, after which there is a cut, and Melisa greets us back in her uncle’s apartment. She narrates 

what she witnessed on the plane, the shuttle, and at the airport; telling stories about passengers, 

soldiers, and civic groups. From this point on, there are no images recorded at the airport on 

Melisa’s vlog, but her narration makes it a part of the oral history that focuses on the events that 

 
92 See “En Korktuğum Gün – Atatürk Havalimanı – 15.07 | Melisa Beleli” [Video]: 

https://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=BooUOCZPIjk (Accessed on August 21, 2018)  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BooUOCZPIjk
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unfolded on July 15th. In his book Wasting Time on the Internet, Goldsmith examines internet user 

behaviors, and disagrees with the idea that “using too much Internet is a waste of time” (Goldsmith, 

2016: 6). He believes our relationship with smartphones is a new way socialize; we check our 

timeline, show it to the person sitting next to us, and eventually, start chatting about it. 

Smartphones have not put an end to face-to-face communication; the content of our talks have 

shifted. Goldsmith also argues that the smartphones we play with cannot be differentiated from 

the cameras that record human rights abuses, and refers to the case of Walter Scott’s death—where 

images of police shooting him were captured with a smartphone that probably belonged to 

someone just passing by93—to explain present-day internet user behavior:  

Our use of media mimics our circadian rhythms, as we cycle through periods of being 

awake and being asleep. We are neither complete zombies, nor completely present: usually 

it’s a mix of the two. The smartphone that captured the police shooting death of Walter 

Scott might have been, just a moment before, playing Candy Crush Saga, and right 

afterward, wasting time on the internet (Goldsmith, 2016: 222).  

Goldsmith also refers to theorist Paul Villio’s concept of “integral accident” to explain “every time 

a technology is invented, an accident is invented with it. So, when the ship is invented, you get a 

shipwreck; the train, a train wreck; the airplane, the plane crash” (Goldsmith, 2016: 218). 

Accordingly, it could be said that the emergence of social media as a free public platform to discuss 

and organize twenty-first century social movements made police surveillance easier. After the G20 

Summit held in Hamburg in 2017, the police identified protesters from media produced during the 

demonstrations, which raised questions about recording on the streets and sharing footage online 

in Germany. In fact, when videographers are not on the scene, such events are only filmed by the 

state since the police are critical of the existence of other camers in the first place. Onur Metin 

affirms that the police in Ankara interfere with video activists by asking for press cards: 

Especially, if a clash starts, they send two police officers towards us. Go, and ask their 

press card. Until you show your press card, the police do their first intervention. Then they 

don’t accept your press card. They interrogate whether it is real or fake. Can it be a fake 

 
93 See “Walter Scott Death: Video Shows Fatal North Charleston Police Shooting | The New York Times” 

[Video]: https://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=XKQqgVlk0NQ (Accessed on August 21, 2018)  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XKQqgVlk0NQ
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ID? They try to arrest you. Meanwhile, they block your recording. They stand in front of 

you even though the press card is not fake (O. Metin, personal communication, March 3, 

2017).   

However, the privacy of protesters and recordings in twenty-first century social movements is not 

only a matter of security; it also concerns history-writing and creating historical documentation. 

Activist videos often offer a counter-narrative to state surveillance, which constitutes an ethical 

dilemma in making recordings; while some video activists consider being filmed and identified is 

at the protester’s own risk, others support the idea of blurring the images. Here, the main argument 

is not whether to record “inappropriate” images, but to review what was recorded—and edit it if 

necessary—before sharing it online. It is also known that not every protest is filmed due to privacy 

issues set by the demonstrators. For instance, Gözde Çağrı notes that they visited various 

neighborhoods in Istanbul to record various protests, which she calls “protest tourism,” and adds 

that they were not allowed to take out their cameras or disseminate the footage at some of them. 

One such protest where documentation was not allowed was the demonstration held at Istanbul’s 

Gazi neighborhood to commemorate Berkin Elvan, who died after being shot by police forces 

during the protests. At the demonstration of a marginalized political group, images were recorded 

but not used because illegal slogans could have posed a threat to the protesters. There was also a 

time when they were taken to a demonstration through a network, and later realized were recording 

an illegal political group whose political views they did not sympathize with, and again chose not 

to disseminate the footage (G. Çağrı, personal communication, March 6, 2017). From this 

perspective, the matter of authority in autonomous archives in terms of curating the archived 

materials actually originates from a discussion of privacy and security issues, and results in the 

non-appearance of certain content in historical recordings that in fact serve history-writing. This, 

then, circles back to the ethical dilemma in recording early twenty-first century social movements, 

and poses a new question: Who decides what can and cannot be filmed?  

During my fieldwork in 2017, I attended the 8th of March International Women’s Day march in 

Ankara with my interviewees. After waiting for an hour for the march to begin, we heard the most 

famous police announcement that day—“Evacuate Yüksel Avenue!”—and the police raid started 

soon thereafter. As I stepped into a café with a group of women, my interviewees stayed outside 

and began recording on the street with many other cameras. The café owner, believing that cameras 
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caused police the raid public areas, asked them to stop filming: “We want to create a secure place.” 

The women disagreed and claimed that documenting the event was their civil right. This was a 

clear depiction of the discussion of authority among citizens; with one party claiming their right 

to create a counter-image of state records by providing data for autonomous archiving, and the 

other claiming their right not to be filmed due to privacy and security concerns.  

In addition, a lack of curatorship and the idea of archiving everything paves the way for the 

emergence of “the problem of too much” in terms of storage. The autonomous archiving of activist 

videos requires enormous virtual space and particular IT skills. In contrast to traditional archiving, 

databases that hold autonomous media archives become the space where archival materials are 

hosted. Consequently, databases not only allow for searching for keywords, they also include the 

means of providing access to the materials. Ersan Ocak questions the issue of autonomy in terms 

of cataloging:   

If we think through autonomy, what we establish here, the database should be extended 

horizontally to the eternity in the hypothetic level. Indeed, maybe, we need new database 

designs, and in this manner, we need new database types. For instance, you can’t execute 

these hierarchical databases. Hierarchical databases serve to the other. Maybe, relationally 

database can work. It should be open to this. There is a material, for of us are watching, 

four of us are tagging. Tagging means attributing a sort of variable. We are all watching 

the same material, and each of us is adding two tags. There are only three convergent 

variables. (…) In this manner, the material would be disseminated in a way that it doesn’t 

provide effective browsing. But it is necessary to detach this kind of bourgeois economy. 

There is a bourgeois economy there. Since the beginning, the bourgeois economy desires 

that the archive is browseable, processed and in that manner consumed. Whereas we want 

it to be freed, disseminated randomly, and found if it is placed in a different point of view… 

Unless the point of view is moved, we keep preserving the opportunity of an inaccessible 

material in related to its irrelevant tagging (E. Ocak, personal communication, March 7, 

2017).  



 221 

According to Goldsmith, the problem of too much turns the managing and sorting of information 

into an industry, and the infinite amount of data reminds him of Jorge Luis Borges’s short story 

“The Library of Babel” (1941), which he interprets as below: 

[The Library of Babel] imagines a vast library that contains every book that could be 

written about every subject-known to mankind. But one problem with Borges’s library was 

information management—finding anything was nearly impossible. In his story, such 

drudgery was ceded to teams of weary human librarians who perished in their lifelong 

efforts to locate specific books in the labyrinthine library. And yet Borges was an optimist: 

with the right combination of fortitude and luck, there was a chance that a librarian could 

overcome the greatest odds; even though it’s vast, his library is not infinite. And there are 

no duplicate copies of any books; every book is unique. But the problem is that many books 

are nearly identical, differing only in a single letter or a comma. Somewhere in that library, 

still yet to be found, would be one book that could contain all the world’s knowledge 

between its covers printed in minuscule type and on an infinite number of infinitely thin 

leaves. That book of books—the Library of Babel—turned out to be the Internet 

(Goldsmith, 2016: 100-101).  

In the context of considering the internet as a library and an archive, Ernst raises the following 

questions with regards to discussing authorities in the digital age:  

As a result, new challenges arise: what if the public will prefer to use Google rather than 

institutional Internet portals to get access and information on national, academic and 

cultural memory? In other words, will the World Wide Web, Web 2.0 and the emerging 

Realtime Net replace the traditional guardians of memory such as archives, libraries and 

museums, just as Internet radio and IPTV (Internet Protocol Television) are replacing the 

traditional broadcasting media? (Ernst, 2016: 16). 

Indeed, what Ernst points to includes the cataloging of the data. The common metrics of the 

internet facilitate easy tagging of digital materials. Especially in the case of born-digital materials, 

when an image is uploaded its metadata is automatically stored as well. Similarly, any data crawled 

from the internet is downloaded directly with its metadata. As Kelly Haydon states, Activist 

Archivists’ primary intention during OWS was to track the metadata when an image was uploaded 
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on YouTube, Vimeo, and other social media platforms, approaching the task as trained 

professional archivists. (Haydon, 2016) Ernst, however, notes that some of the born-digital 

materials they gathered had problems with the metadata, where the date was sometimes displayed 

as “January 1, 1900” instead of the real calendar date of the recording. (Ernst, 2016: 16). Haydon 

says they contacted someone at the Tamiment Library to fix the metadata problem, given the 

amount of accumulated data is massive. (K. Haydon, personal communication, December 17, 

2016) 

In this sense, compiling decentralized digital archives from autonomous media archives requires 

extra work—digging into the materials to unearth the metadata, and tagging the content for later 

research—which Foucault described as the “archaeology of information”:  

The decentred digital archive parallels the development of theoretical writings on the 

archive by Foucault and Derrida. Here the emphasis is upon the radical instability and 

contingency of the archive, the archive as a decentred structure, which generates 

signification. Foucault [1972] reformulates the archive as archaeology and shifts the 

meaning of the archive away from the unifying structure we find in traditional humanist 

accounts to a system in which a multiplicity of discourses is created from a given set of 

data (Featherstone, 2006: 596).  

The multiplicity in decentralized digital archives becomes a challenge particularly in cataloging, 

which is part of providing access to the materials. Insofar as media theorist Jussi Parikka notes in 

an article about the archive (2012: 1) “we are all mini-archivists,” today we all have our own 

information sorting system. While some video activists file materials on the basis of a year-month-

date system, Fatih Pınar, for instance, distinguishes between assignments in terms of who 

contracted him—traditional or alternative media—and chooses folder names that reflect the social 

cause in question (F. Pınar, personal communication, March 16, 2017). In such cases, only the 

archivist who recorded the image has memory of its content. Indeed, this is what is observed with 

regards to the autonomous archiving of activist videos from the OWS and Occupy Gezi Park 

movements. Generating common tags to catalog archival materials orients activist archivists 

towards a new way of thinking: What are the most suitable keywords for a researcher who 

excavates the archive in the future? As Derrida affirms, “As much and more than a thing of the 
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past, before such a thing, the archive should call into question the coming of the future” (Derrida 

1998: 34-35). Naturally, “the problem of too much” does not allow for a review of all of the 

archival materials; thus basic tagging can sort the archival materials by date, daytime or night, and 

add very basic descriptors of an event. Consequently, a future researcher would have to go through 

the entire archive to access a certain type of material, making it the researcher’s responsibility to 

find the content (B. Gordon, personal communication, November 20, 2016).  

From privacy concerns to storage, and from tagging to cataloging, one of the striking discussions 

related to establishing an autonomous media archive concerns the conflict between online and 

offline archives. Oktay İnce, for instance, disagrees with the idea of establishing an open archive 

due to his belief that images are open to manipulation; he thus argues that images should be 

presented in a context based on the event and time, and supports the idea of sharing edited videos 

publicly as they have their own narratives:  

If an archive would be something that you could find immediately, of course, it would be 

great either for documentary studies or for other researches. It would be quite suitable. But 

when we ask, how could it be its structure? For instance, during Karahaber, there is not a 

tiny incident that we hadn’t make a small video. But in forms of clippings. For instance, 

our friends are uploading on bak.ma Karahaber’s edited clippings. I don’t have any 

objection to that. Indeed, those clippings provide information about incident, time. And of 

course, raw materials do exist as well (O İnce, personal communication, March 3, 2016).  

One upside to providing online access is that it allows for crowd tagging—and therefore 

cataloging—the enormous amount of materials in an archive. Visitors on bak.ma, for instance, can 

add tags to footage as they view it online. This undoubtedly also causes problems, such as duplicate 

tags: there are tags for both Gezi Parkı and Gezi. According to Onur Metin, Gezi Parkı might 

represent the Occupy movement, while Gezi refers directly to its location in the city (O. Metin, 

personal communication, March 3, 2017). In this case, the tags do not provide sufficient data to 

the researcher, which again leads to the problem of having to review too many materials. 

Interference Archive, for examples, organizes “Cataloging Parties” to overcome this problem. As 

Jen Hoyer explains, they only had a Cataloging Working Group at first, the aim of which was to 

develop the suitable software. Initially mostly test-driven, the Working Group began by cataloging 
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materials to see how the software worked and fix any bugs, and later launched a cataloging 

platform for their volunteers. At the parties where volunteers come together, the Working Group 

continues to concentrate on any technical issues that are diagnosed while the materials are being 

cataloged. The parties are organized once or twice per month, depending on the priorities of the 

works in the archive. Jen describes how “Cataloging Parties” are organized as follows: 

Everything in the archive is organized by format. All our posters are in flat files together, 

and they are organized by subject. All of our pamphlets are in boxes, they are organized by 

subject. But there is something that is really difficult to organize by subject, because one 

item might have a bunch of subjects, like serials, magazines, journals, or zines. So, those 

are organized alphabetically by title. And what we realized is that the formats organized 

alphabetically are more difficult for visitors to find things, because they might not know 

the title of whatever magazine they are looking for; they want something about a specific 

topic. So, we said, let’s start with cataloging things that are organized alphabetically by 

title. So, we started to do it with serials, and the zines. We alternate depending on what 

mood we are in (Laughing). Cataloging parties are like… OK, we have done enough zines, 

let’s do serials this time. But that is what we focus on, and we have gotten through like 

several boxes of each. That’s also been good, because it also helps us to get really good at 

specific things. Like we have gotten good at cataloging serials, and we worked out some 

of the questions that we have around cataloging that format of material. It was the same 

thing with zines. So, we just pull a box off the shelf. Since this is an ongoing process, there 

are post-its on [boxes showing] which box cataloging should start at. So, someone comes 

in and just wants to catalog when the archive is open, they can continue on. We take 

whatever box is in progress, and you can come to cataloging party. They [participants] 

don’t need any experience as a librarian or archivist or catalog. Hopefully, they have a 

laptop, because we don’t. We have one here. But that’s the only requirement. We usually, 

as a group because usually there are a couple of new people, we all catalog one thing 

together to start. So, everyone will have a different zine, but we’ll work through the 

process. This is what you do with the subject field, this is what you do with the title, this is 

what you do with the author field. It is not an author field, it is like related people, and you 

can specify their role. We walk through that together. And then this people feel comfortable 
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and go with their own pace. Usually, schedule them for 3 hours. It is fun (J. Hoyer, personal 

communication, November 5, 2016). 

Naturally, software is also a discussion point in the context of autonomous media archives. Ege 

Berensel—media activist—, for example, thinks that archiving softwares don’t provide any data 

beyond listing the materials. Referring to Umberto Eco’s last exhibition at the Louvre that 

addressed the infinity of lists, Berensel mainly questions the methodology of sorting information, 

and argues that textual materials provide data to a certain extent since lists do not establish any 

relationships among their components, and thus do not uncover any findings. He further explains 

that a text focused on “lynch culture” requires visual examination because it is not something one 

can describe in only textual format. In his words, “[The act of] lynch[ing] requires an image” (E. 

Berensel, personal communication, March 4, 2017). In this context, Ersan Ocak examines 

autonomous media archive softwares displaying activist videos from early twenty-first century 

social movements in an attempt to examine new media forms for documentary filmmaking, based 

on the belief that protesters should be part of this process. In his opinion, “Today, once again, the 

existing modes of documentary representation are insufficient to express social events such as the 

Gezi Resistance in the period we live in. It is necessary to seek a new mode of representation.” 

(Ocak, 2017a: 162).   

Ersan Ocak goes on to direct a series of questions to ‘documentary filmmaker as producer’ of the 

Occupy Gezi Park movement as he discusses the transformation of individual memories into social 

memory: “How do the documentary films, which benefit from the contemporary cybermodels, 

establish a dynamic social memory model in its spatial and temporal context, which doesn’t miss 

stories but in contrary duplicates in a matrix of various individual memories?” (Ocak, 2017a: 171). 

From this point of view, database documentary filmmaking emerges as an opportunity to provide 

another accessible platform for protesters that participate in early twenty-first century social 

movements.  

According to Manovich, the new media “represents a convergence of two separate historical 

trajectories: computing and media technologies” (Manovich, 2001: 20), the tools of which he lists 

as: “the Internet, websites, virtual worlds (3D computer generated interactive environments), 

virtual reality (VR), multimedia, computer games, interactive installations, computer animation, 



 226 

digital video, digital cinema, and human-computer interfaces” (Manovich, 2001: 8-9). Manovich 

also defines a database as “a structured collection of data. The data stored in a database is organized 

for fast search and retrieval by a computer, and therefore, it is anything but a simple collection of 

items” (Manovich, 2001: 218). He goes on to state that database documentary filmmaking differs 

from linear storytelling: 

After the novel, and subsequently cinema, privileged narrative as the key form of cultural 

expression of the modern age introduces its correlate—the database. Many new media 

objects do not tell stories; they do not have a beginning or end; in fact, they do not have 

any development, thematically, formally, or otherwise that would organize their elements 

into a sequence. Instead, they are a collection of individual items, with every item 

possessing the same significance as any other (Manovich, 2001: 218).  

Two good examples of database documentary filmmaking are “Filming Revolution” by Alisa 

Lebow and “18 Days in Egypt” by Jigar Mehta and Yasmin Elayat. Both films compiled footage 

filmed by different people and cataloged them under various themes. Moreover, Ersan Ocak argues 

that bak.ma processes a good approach towards providing a platform for database documentary 

filmmaking (Ocak, 2017b: 127). In fact, Ersan Ocak makes use of Lebow’s “Filming Revolution” 

to illustrate non-linear history writing through database documentary filmmaking, and comes to 

the conclusion that the database provides the right to “selective editing” by clicking on images or 

links that are provided in a relational structure of clusters:  

The relational structure represents cluster level of meta-documentary. Hence, the user 

understands that they are gonna meet a relational structure in cluster level when they click 

on any of the components in archival level. (…) The user, who meets a new relational 

structure or media after each selective editing act; on the one hand, tries to get its meaning, 

and on the other hand, is asked to think about what happens if they clicked on that one 

rather than on this one. To execute selective editing, the user needs to review 

images/stories, emotions/thoughts in their individual memories of Egyptian Revolution 

with the aim of setting a meaningful question and seeking its answers. Hence, each time, 

the user reproduces social memory recommended by Alisa Lebow through pre-set 



 227 

diagrams as the user restructures their individual memory over the films produced for the 

Egyptian Revolution (Ocak, 2017b: 123-124).  

As noted, Ocak clearly highlights that database documentary filmmaking can be only one of the 

possible methodologies for participatory non-linear history writing (Ocak, 2017b). On the one 

hand, database documentary filmmaking exposes the inauguration of authorship and curatorship 

in autonomous media archives in terms of privacy and access by also including storage and IT 

infrastructure. On the other hand, it poses the question of authority and curatorship in the 

perspective of social justice in archives as they represent the primary material on the pre-set 

databases of autonomous media archives. Hence, archival databases are functionalized as venues 

to discuss the past and plan the future:  

However, the functions of archives in social justice and public life are broader than their 

evidentiary capacities. Through their constitutive and relational capabilities, archives act 

as spaces for public formations and are thus central to understanding practices of heritage 

in democratic societies as they bridge publics’ constructions of the past and their 

imaginations of the future (Moore and Pell, 2010: 255-256).  

As is seen, building a bridge between past and future through autonomous media archives that host 

activist videos from early twenty-first century social movements is tied to various components in 

digital archiveology. The two case studies (Interference Archive [Occupy Wall Street] and bak.ma 

[Occupy Gezi Park]) reveal that priorities in archiving determine the future of the present. 

Interference Archive members are still working on finding the most efficient infrastructure to 

house their born-digital materials, but are in no hurry as their primary goal is to keep doors open 

and ensure access to the materials. Conversely, bak.ma had conceived the idea to establish an 

online media archive on the first day the group met for Occupy Gezi Park, and after assessing 

possible options, quickly selected the software and launched the platform because the story needed 

to be published as soon as possible.  

From the perspective of aforementioned findings, it is possible to speculate on the future of the 

present on the basis of two main points of view. One possibility is “the problem of too much” 

might overwhelm autonomous media archives, especially in terms of efforts to centralize personal 

digital archives, since personal archives will often not share a common language to sort 
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information, leading inevitably to a cataloging problem. As a result, activist videos might 

accumulate in different places—and be available only in the personal memories of whoever 

recorded them—instead of being sorted on the basis of their content. Ultimately, history-writing 

can only be achieved by accessing archival materials whose content has been cataloged. In other 

words, materials cannot be said to be accessible if researchers are unable to reach them. While 

counter images may be indeed produced in fewer numbers as privacy concerns rise, this will not 

overcome the problem with potential overwhelm.  

Another possibility is that ways to facilitate cataloging activist videos in autonomous media 

archives might be developed, similar to common referencing methods in traditional archives and 

libraries. This is what the Internet Archive presently does to a certain extent, serving as a crowd-

curated database where born-digital materials from early twenty-first century social movements 

across the world are gathered together. Their “Wayback Machine” tool, for instance, archives 

websites that are no longer online. As was discussed earlier, in the case of autonomous media 

archives, activist videos are often uploaded to social media platforms instead of a particular server 

due to lack of time, a budget to host the server, archiveology knowledge to manage the information, 

and IT skills for maintenance. It is thus reasonable to expect that new tools will be developed in 

the future, such as artificial intelligent archivists, which will automatically download activist 

videos from social media and re-upload them to a particular server on an autonomous media 

archive database. Hence, it will be enabled a non-linear history-writing based on the questions 

raised up through encounters in autonomous media archives.  

In terms of the Commons, computer programmer and Internet activist Aaron Swartz defines 

technology as a facilitator tool for “doing the most good for the world” (Swartz, 2015: 33). 

Schwartz was quite aggressive in fighting for the Information Commons, which led him to the idea 

of liberating U.S. case law materials and academic articles from databases. This cost him a series 

of FBI investigations, mainly under a combative interpretation of the Computer Fraud and Abuse 

Act, and oriented him to committing suicide at the age of 26. In addition to his involvement in the 

development of RSS, Creative Commons, web.py, and Reddit, Swartz was a Wikipedian. He was 

radically interested in creating user-friendly databases that would enable individuals to contribute 

to the production of knowledge at different levels. Years ago, before social media emerged as a 
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catalyst in early twenty-first century social movements, Swartz explained the participatory power 

of digital networks by comparing the process with a printed book:  

The Internet is the first medium to make such projects of mass collaboration possible. 

Certainly, numerous people send quotes to Oxford for compilation in the Oxford English 

Dictionary, but a full-time staff is necessary to sort and edit these notes to build the actual 

book (not to mention all the other work that must be done). On the Internet, however, the 

entire job—collection, summarization, organization, and editing—can be done in spare 

time by mutual strangers (Swartz, 2015: 29).  

Today, a new software combining the features of the Internet Archive and Wikipedia might serve 

as inspiration for an autonomous online media archive: uploading audio-visual materials in 

addition to textual data, and linking the archival materials. As Swartz noted, the success of a 

participatory online database is related to its power to mobilize individuals to contribute:  

Wikipedia is one of the few things that pretty much everyone finds useful. So how do we 

get them to use it? The first task, it appears, is telling them it exists. An ad campaign or PR 

blitz doesn’t quite seem appropriate for the job, though. Instead, our promotion should 

work the same way the of Wikipedia works: let the community do it (Swartz, 2015: p. 45). 

This chapter examined the autonomous archiving of activist videos from the Occupy movements 

in New York and Istanbul. First, it addressed the idea of grassroots archiving with the aim of 

documenting history in real time. Then, it analyzed autonomous archival practices that emerged 

during OWS and Occupy Gezi Park. Finally, it discussed how classic concepts in archiveology—

authenticity-authorship, collection policy-curatorship, storage-virtual space, and access-security—

appear in autonomous archives from the standpoint of digital archiveology, with a focus on social 

justice. 

 

 

 



 230 

Conclusion 

“A city, Orhan Pamuk once told me, would be a museum for our memories if we live in it long 

enough,” (Pamuk, 2016, p. 44) says Ayla, a secondary character and close witness to the love 

between Kemal and Füsun in the novel The Museum of Innocence. Ayla is the protagonist of the 

documentary film Innocence of Memories (directed by Grant Gee [2015] and original narration 

written by Orhan Pamuk) which is a meditation on The Museum of Innocence. Ayla remembers 

Pamuk’s statement when she revisits Istanbul after living in Germany for 12 years and finding the 

city completely changed. As Orhan Pamuk states in the introduction of the script book (Innocence 

of Memories [2018]), Grant Gee aims to elaborate on the Museum of Innocence with regard to the 

urbanization in Istanbul in the twenty-first century:   

The love story in The Museum of Innocence takes place primarily between 1974 and 1980, 

while the museum features objects and images used and seen by the people of Istanbul and 

the characters in the novel across the second half of the twentieth century. But Grant’s 

curious camera was equally interested in the twenty-first century city, the rapid, vicious 

urbanization and accumulation of wealth that had taken place over the past fifteen years, 

and how the city’s new skyscrapers now coexisted with its older, melancholy soul. What 

could we do? (Pamuk, 2018, p. ix).  

As Pamuk narrates the love story between Kemal and Füsun through Ayşa’s eyes, he also examines 

the role of memory over the course of one’s personal engagement with the city:  

When we come across something beautiful or interesting, how much of that is the city 

itself, and how much of it is our own nostalgia? How beautiful or how interesting can a 

city be without the benefit of our memories? And when building, bridges, and squares are 

demolished, are our memories erased and eroded with them? (Pamuk, 2018, p. viii-ix). 

Pamuk’s questions point to gentrification, which calls to mind the Occupy Gezi Park movement 

that was driven by the need to stop the construction of a building in one of the last remining green 

areas in the Taksim neighborhood. Regardless of its function as a shopping mall or a city museum, 

the new building would have demolished people’s memories of Gezi Park. According to Ayla in 
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Innocence of Memories (2018), the following might have happened to the memories of 

Istanbulites:  

I read that among the crowds in Taksim Square one day, Kemal saw Füsun’s white shadow 

for almost two minutes before the illusion faded. I cannot imagine that there is a single 

inhabitant of this city who doess not have at least one memory connected to Taksim Square 

and Gezi Park. In the 1930s, the old artillery barracks contained a small football stadium 

that hosted official matches. The famous club, Taksim Gazibo, which was the centre of 

Istanbul’s nightlife in the forties and fifties, stood on the corner of Gezi Park. And in 1977, 

forty-two people were killed in an outburst of provoked violence and the chaos that 

followed. All manner of political parties, right-wing and left-wing, nationalists, 

conservatives, socialists, and social democrats, held rallies in Taksim. A square and a park 

that cradle the memories of millions. The only green space left in the centre of the city. 

(Pamuk, 2018, p. 26-27). 

Indeed, Pamuk clarifies the motivations for occupying Gezi Park: Istanbulites did not want to 

forget their memories related to Taksim Square. As Ayla keeps talking, it becomes more apparent 

that fighting for urban space is a fight against obliviousness:  

Each time one of these signs is destroyed, you are faced with the distressing truth that part 

of your past will go with it. A new building blocks your favourite view of the Bosphorus, 

and there’s one memory gone. Another memory is erased when a shop closes for good. A 

different side of you is gone when a tree is cut down. Eventually, it all disappears. (Pamuk, 

2018, p. 27).  

In the context of the relationship between memory and history, Pierre Nora (1989) proposes a 

distinction between lieux de mémoire (sites of memory) and milieux de mémoire (environments of 

memory), stating that “there are lieux de mémoire, sites of memory, because there are no longer 

milieux de mémoire, real environments of memory” (p. 7). Also, if we were able to live within 

memory, “we would not have needed to consecrate lieux de mémoire in its name” (Nora, 1989, p. 

8). Çaylı (2014) offers a more precise differentiation between lieux de mémoire and milieux de 

mémoire: 
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the latter term refers to a proto-modern era when memory was much more a part of 

everyday life, whereas the former indicates the modern condition when society’s 

relationship with the past started evolving into a spatially and temporally bound experience. 

Monuments, memorials, and commemorations are among Nora’s prime examples for this 

shift with vehicle the task of remembering, according to him, began to be delegated to 

artefacts, and therefore became institutionalized, sanitized and rid of its potential to 

transform the present (Çaylı, 2014: p. 17).   

Remembering is a matter of keeping stories. As stories live primarily through objects, present-day 

museums and archives have gradually taken on the role of transmitting various stories via their 

collections. Yet stories also exist within time and space. In the book (Innocence of Memories 

[2018]), “That time I looked at this view. There is always a story to tell,” (Pamuk, 2018, p. 37) 

says Ayla, and points to the inevitable intertwined relationship between objects, space, and time. 

“In Physics Aristotle makes a distinction between Time and the single moments he describes as 

the “present.” Single moments are—like Aristotle’s atoms—indivisible, unbreakable things. But 

Time is the line that links them” (Pamuk, 2012, p. 197) Each object at The Museum of Innocence 

corresponds to a “single moments” in the love story of Kemal and Füsun, and the line—straight or 

in a zigzag—that connects these “single moments” is the story. Thus, every object in our lives has 

the potential of calling the past to the present by reminding us of a ‘moment of time.’  

In addition, Pamuk (2012) positions The Museum of Innocence in opposition to hegemonic history 

writing by questioning museum collections, saying “The future of museums is inside our own 

homes” (p. 57). He also states that “The aim of present and future museums must not be to 

represent the state, but to re-create the world of single human beings—the same human beings 

who have labored under ruthless oppression for hundreds of years” (Pamuk, 2012, p. 56). Today, 

autonomous archives assume a similar position by way of compiling diaries, family photo albums, 

personal libraries, and oral history archives. By storing and mixing-remixing archival materials, 

autonomous media archives provide a new historical vantage point thanks to the objects that 

furnish daily life, which can remain free of state influence. It is therefore necessary to view 

documenting as an intervention, and archiving as a part of the Commons. An archive is not a 

memorial; it is a production of collective memory. Consequently, archives are not memories; they 

consist of requests, demands, and desires (Çelikaslan & Şen, 2016b).  
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In light of this conceptual framework, this study focused on the autonomous archiving of activist 

videos from the Occupy movements in New York and Istanbul by asking the following question: 

How can autonomous media archives contribute to non-linear and non-authoritarian history 

writing pertaining to early twenty-first century social movements? Given that collecting and 

archiving is a matter of remembering, the study showed that activist archivists were driven to 

compile materials from the Occupy movements in New York and Istanbul to ensure their struggles 

would not be forgotten. In this sense, the video seems to serve as a tool for remembering early 

twenty-first century social movements, as the autonomous archiving of activist videos showcases 

the will to do so in the face of oblivious state archives. Given that every videogram depicts a 

moment in time, activist videos then turn into learning tools thanks to autonomous archives that 

hold series of videograms recorded by various street protesters. Meanwhile, the authoritarian gaze 

of the state is replaced by a participatory civilian one, reflecting a heterogeneous group of 

individuals engaged with the movements. In brief, this study analyzed activist archiving practices 

from a sociological perspective, and showed that the autonomous archiving of activist videos can 

contribute to non-linear and non-authoritarian history writing by depicting different viewpoints of 

different video recorders from different moments in time.  

Accordingly, this final chapter revisits the entire research study. It summarizes the underlying 

motivations of the study and the ethnographical methodology used to conduct a series of interviews 

and archive visits based on asymmetric comparison. It then briefly addresses the findings in each 

empirical chapter by focusing on the dialectic of the Commons in early twenty-first century social 

movements, the production of counter images, and finally, autonomous media archives.   

Conceptual Framework 

My primary motivation to conduct this research study was to understand activist archiving 

practices related to born-digital materials from the Occupy movements in New York and Istanbul 

from a sociological perspective. Early twenty-first century social movements—from Tahrir Square 

in Egypt to the Jasmine Revolution in China, from the Indignant Movement in Spain to Occupy 

Wall Street in New York and Occupy Gezi Park in Istanbul—are distinguished from previous ones 

by their excessive use of digital media. The mass media censorship inherent to all such movements 

was circumvented by circulating the news on social media, which also provided various platforms 

to mobilize the masses. Social media made it possible to discuss the movement in keeping with its 
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non-hierarchical and participatory ideology; keep the movement updated about developments on 

the ground by livestreaming videos, posting photos, and tweeting locations of infirmaries and 

police blockades, lists of requirements—food, beverages, first aid kits—the names of people 

detained, etc.; and disseminate footage of police brutality. Video enjoys a special place in terms of 

born-digital materials, having been a means of activism since the mid-twentieth century.  

Video activism has traditionally taken an opposite stance to the authoritarian gaze of the state—

recorded by CCTVs, and all other sorts of police cameras—and produced counter images of 

protests. Footage of police brutality, which has mostly been circulated on the internet, is only one 

facet of the movements; more audio-visual materials were digitally produced and circulated on the 

internet with the aim of bolstering national and global solidarity. It must also be said that videos 

have been one of the most efficient tools in human rights struggles, used as legal evidence in 

courtrooms. Hence, video activism challenges the authority of the state when it comes to writing 

history. Today, protesters document the present with their digital devices, edit the data, upload a 

video on the internet, and disseminate the image of the protest within their own narrative.  

The power of social media has also naturally caused an illusion whereby twenty-first century social 

movements have begun to be referred to as the “Digital Revolution.” Yet attributing all efforts to 

digital tools in a sense ignores the people holding those digital devices. All produced data requires 

human power; namely, footage has to be recorded, videos have to be posted on social media, and 

images have to be shared and circulated on the internet. The illusion is the perception that everyone 

is on the internet, all data on the internet is available/accessible to everyone, and everyone 

sees/notices it. Yet a Gezi protester described how a change.org petition94 that demanded detailed 

information about the Taksim Renewal Project had only received around 7,000 signatures by May 

31st—the fourth day of the occupation—and then reached over 50,000 signatures soon after (Artan, 

2015). On the basis of this understanding, this research study examined the further contributions 

of activist videos from the Occupy movements in New York and Istanbul to history writing that 

went beyond their role of providing legal evidence in courtrooms or disseminating news in 

defiance of the censorship on mass media.  

 
94 See “Taksim için daha iyi bir proje istiyoruz!”: https://www.change.org/p/taksim-i%C3%A7in-daha-iyi-bir-

proje-istiyoruz-geziparkii%C3%A7intaksime-aya%C4%9Fakalk-direngeziparki (Accessed on November 2, 2018) 

https://www.change.org/p/taksim-i%C3%A7in-daha-iyi-bir-proje-istiyoruz-geziparkii%C3%A7intaksime-aya%C4%9Fakalk-direngeziparki
https://www.change.org/p/taksim-i%C3%A7in-daha-iyi-bir-proje-istiyoruz-geziparkii%C3%A7intaksime-aya%C4%9Fakalk-direngeziparki


 235 

This dissertation study examined activist archiving practices in autonomous archives from a 

sociological perspective, focusing on activist videos from early twenty-first century social 

movements. It addressed the dialectic of the Commons in such movements through three distinct 

lenses—urban, image, and archive—and mainly discussed the temporary emergence of 

commoning practices in OWS and Occupy Gezi Park by looking at the concept of footage of the 

Commons. After positioning activist videos as the transformation of the urban Commons to the 

information Commons, it proceeded to analyze the production of the counter image. By discussing 

the heterogeneous characteristics of video activism across different geographies and activist 

groups, the study elaborated on the ethical dilemma of recording early twenty-first century social 

movements, the role of the image as an activist, and various approaches for learning from activist 

videos. Based on the idea that activist videos establish a visual memory of social movements, the 

study then addressed various activist archiving practices in autonomous archives from the 

standpoint of memory studies. To identify archiveological challenges and obstacles in the process 

of archiving born-digital materials, it also explored the definition of autonomous archives, 

investigated different methods of collecting born-digital materials in social movements, and 

reviewed a series of archival concepts in transition, such as authorship, curatorship, authenticity, 

storage, space, and access. This was achieved by focusing on the archiving practices at Interference 

Archive in New York, which stores activist videos from OWS on a hard-drive, and at bak.ma in 

Istanbul, which provides online public access to activist videos from Occupy Gezi Park.  

Finally, this dissertation has also generated a number of research questions on the future of the 

present from a non-authoritarian and non-linear history writing and discussed standpoint through 

the contribution of activist videos into memory: With regards to having “too much material,” how 

can non-authoritarian curatorship solve the question of what is worth archiving, and what is not? 

Is it possible to ensure the security of the archived materials and the filmed protesters? What is the 

relationship between social movements and online simultaneous police surveillance on Facebook, 

Twitter, Periscope, YouTube, etc.? How can decentralized autonomous media archives be 

compiled into one archive? Who is going to use the materials in autonomous media archives? Is it 

possible to foresee the archival behaviors of future generations for generating search tags? Can 

common reference calls be provided for archived born-digital materials similar to traditional 

archives and libraries? This final chapter concludes this dissertation by discussing how the data 

gathered from the field through an ethnographical study answers the initial research questions, and 
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by exploring how the research findings speak to the literature on activist archiving practices from 

a sociological perspective.  

The dialectic of the Commons in early twenty-first century social movements 

The concept of the dialectic of the Commons in early twenty-first century social movements was 

developed in Chapter 2, beginning with a discussion on the views of Garrett Hardin, Ian Angus, 

and Elinor Ostrom on the enclosure of the Commons in Marxist theory. The temporary emergence 

of commoning practices in OWS and Occupy Gezi Park was analyzed next, and the chapter 

concluded by examining how activist videos transformed into footage of the Commons.   

According to Hardin (1968), because people in capitalist societies are often eager to obtain more 

than they need, it would not be possible to avoid free riders and profiteers, and eventually there 

would not be sufficient resources to meet the demand, making the end of the Commons a tragedy. 

Angus (2008) disagreed, however, claiming that since free riders and profiteers were capitalist 

concepts, it was necessary to elaborate on the Commons and reconfigure it for a non-capitalist era. 

Meanwhile, Ostrom (1990, 2012) summarized the two theses by stating that the Commons still 

existed in some societies that aimed to protect shared resources, where the social structure differed 

from Western capitalist societies.  

The events that unfolded after protesters reclaimed urban spaces and occupied Zuccotti Park in 

New York and the Gezi Park in Istanbul seems to reflect Ostrom’s arguments—protesters in both 

cities established new social habitats where capitalist money exchange was abolished—and the 

temporary emergence of commoning practices in these movements exemplify some of the 

principles Ostrom (2010) delineated to define the basics for managing a Commons: 

1. “Define clear group boundaries” (p. 22): In both cases, barricades not only drew a line 

between occupied spaces and police forces, but also divided defined spaces into work areas, 

such as kitchen, library, media, facilitators, etc.  

2. “Match rules governing use of common goods to local needs and conditions” (p. 22): In 

both cases, a social habitat was established that included infirmaries, kitchens, libraries, 

forum areas, media stations, etc.  
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3. “Ensure that those affected by the rules can participate in modifying the rules” (p. 22): In 

both, a consensus-based decision-making model was employed at general assemblies, 

where discussions about the future of the movements were held.  

4. “Make sure the rule-making rights of community members are respected by outside 

authorities” (p. 22):  The occupiers in both cities developed a list of requests and demands 

for the local and national governments, which were circulated online and via print 

materials, such as Occupy newspapers.  

5. “Build responsibility for governing the common resource in nested tiers from the lowest 

level up to the entire interconnected system” (p. 22):  Occupied spaces were organized and 

maintained by the protesters in the forms of working groups. Protesters not only provided 

food, beverages, first aid, books, and cameras, but also developed maintenance programs 

for cleaning and removing garbage95 when they were accused of causing health problems 

due to sanitation issues. 

Presently, long after protesters at Zuccotti Park in New York and Gezi Park in Istanbul have been 

evicted, the days of the occupation live on in memories and are available for viewing in activist 

videos. According to Ristau and Bradley (2010), remembering is the first step to finding missing 

information that enables us to discover new stories about a period in time that we experienced, and  

the past can be utilized to shape a new direction for the future. It can thus be said that activist 

videos offer a generous opportunity for viewing and reviewing social movements; both in real time 

and afterward. While footage of early twenty-first century social movements have always been 

associated with the idea of documenting police brutality—because video serves as legal 

evidence—videos from OWS and Occupy Gezi Park contain many more images that depict the 

temporary emergence of commoning practices in the occupied milieus.   

The present study has shown how crucial it was to record daily living in the occupied spaces with 

regards to providing firsthand information about the movement’s demands, falsifying any fake or 

manipulated news regarding the movement, capturing protest culture and transmitting the 

knowledge to future generations, and recording new urban façades at risk due to temporality. In 

this context, this study explored activist videos as they are footage of the Commons by reinforcing 

 
95 See “Gezi Parkı’nın Çöp Toplayan Çapulcuları”: https://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=bLT-tu6WAEA 

(Accessed on November 4, 2018) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bLT-tu6WAEA
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knowledge production through random encounters on social media, at film screenings and in 

exhibitions, rather than being only legal evidence in courtrooms. In the movements studied, 

footage of the Commons contained images displaying the commoning practices of the occupiers—

such as creating the infirmary, library, kitchen, gardens, energy bike, assembly, sanitation, etc.—

and documented the new social habitats that were formed in these spaces that reflect the non-

authoritarian and participatory structures the occupiers organized through these practices. In this 

sense, documentation may be seen as a tool for developing a social memory of the Occupy 

movements, whereby the urban Commons captured by activist videos transformed into the 

information Commons.  

Producing the Counter Image 

Chapter 3 examined the concept of producing the counter image, starting with a discussion on the 

heterogeneous characteristics of video activist practices based mainly on data gathered through 

interviews. The ethical dilemma of recording early twenty-first century social movements was 

addressed next, in terms of the security of the protesters living under authoritarian regimes. The 

idea of image as activist was also analyzed, including what constitutes an activist video and its 

social life. In closing, different approaches to learning from activist videos were reviewed.  

Counter images provide a means of documentation that can be an alternative to state recordings. 

Concerning Occupy Gezi Park, Boduroğlu (2016) said “A civil and independent documentation of 

the violence was required. Due to the censored mainstream media, unreliable surveillance cameras, 

and for other reasons, we needed to document all the evidence ourselves” (p. 51). In terms of the 

relationship between images and their use as evidence in human rights struggles, the present study 

examined the pursuit of truth in an image from the perspective of objectivity, and revealed that a 

camera is not an objective tool that can be separated from the gaze of the individual who turns the 

camera towards particular aspects in a given setting. Moreover, figuring out the truth in an image 

is highly engaged with the questions that we ask that image. An image can answer questions, and 

uncover the truth, based on the information that it has in the frame (Becker, 1986). 

The relationship between image and law brings up the issue of security as well, which was 

investigated in the present study from different aspects: the security of the recorded protesters, the 

people doing the recording, and the recorded materials. The research shed light on an ethical 
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dilemma concerning security issues that is related to the politics of the image. In the heterogeneous 

culture of video activism, it was observed that engaging with the idea of producing a counter image 

to use as a political tool played a role in determining which ethical rules were applied to actions 

such as recording faces and sounds, anonymizing filmed protesters, using raw materials, editing 

“inappropriate” images, adding logos to an image, claiming copyright, and providing online and/or 

offline public access.  

Over the course of this study, it was also noted that the activist videos from OWS were mostly 

collected by archivists and librarians, while those from Occupy Gezi Park were primarily archived 

by the people who recorded the materials. Moreover, data from the interviews conducted in both 

New York and Istanbul showed that the activist archivists—people who recorded and/or collected 

the materials—were under state surveillance, as governments are eager to halt the dissemination 

of any image that contradicts their own narrative. Accordingly, it would seem that the ethics related 

to recording protests are correlated in particular with the extent to which people are personally 

involved in the ongoing social movement, the current needs of the movement to mobilize the 

masses, and how the state approaches the activists, which constantly changes. Due to this 

variability, listing a series of principles as a guide for ethical video activism is simply not possible.   

A number of recent cases from Turkey illustrates the state surveillance on activist videos. On 

October 16, 2018, Oktay was taken into custody on charges of “praising terror and terrorist 

organizations through social media posts” (Seyr-i Sokak, 2018), and the 18 hard drives that held 

his archive were confiscated. Oktay was released after being interrogated by the police, and states 

that while he is not concerned about the court case, he is worried about what will happen to the 

visual archive they had been building of the social struggles of the oppressed in Turkey:  

Their trials are based on police interrogations, during which they were asked questions like 

“Why did you shoot this? Why did you interview them?” It is our job to record, report and 

document what happens. The oppressive climate that exists today, with the house raids, 

detentions, and the confiscation of archives, is meant to deliver a message: “Don’t go there, 

don’t record it, don’t make these documentaries”, said İnce (Seyr-i Sokak, 2018).  

Seyr-i Sokak’ press release demanding Oktay’s release also drew attention to Sibel, who was also 

involved in an ongoing juridical investigation:  
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Last February 2018, the documentary filmmaker and international press card holder Sibel 

Tekin was also taken into custody during a raid of her house in Ankara because of her 

retweets associated with a hashtag opposing the Turkish military assault on Afrin. Ten hard 

drives full of footage and photos were confiscated during this raid. There is now an ongoing 

criminal investigation against her because of the two tweets she posted on the issue (Seyr-

i Sokak, 2018). 

Regarding the role of footage in early twenty-first century social movements, this study 

highlighted one of the approaches to video activism, which claims that once a video goes into 

circulation online or is screened at a public event, it initiates its own activism by telling and 

retelling the narrative of what was witnessed. In other words, footage transforms into an activist 

video. Naturally, not all human rights violations are on record. When there is no footage, a “counter 

forensic” image of the incident is produced based on the narratives of family members, friends, 

colleagues, and witnesses. Especially in cases of massacres, mass lynching, and disappeared 

bodies, counter-forensics works to identify the “disappearance.” As Keenan (2016) said: 

To dig is to climb into to grave with dead, to share a space with them, and to confront the 

fact of their death, not in order to undo what has happened (that cannot be done) but to 

transform their silence and disappearance into names, stories, and claims (p. 31).  

The present study also questioned the commodification of early twenty-first century social 

movements and the use of protest images in art. According to the data, respondents were of two 

minds; while some thought the artistic display of images that depict violence and/or grief in an 

exhibition setting might result in a loss of context (Sağ, personal communication, September 13, 

2017), others stated that “resistance exhibitions” that feature footage could be considered forums 

for public discussion because they provide an opportunity to review the movement visually (İnce, 

personal communication, March 3, 2017; Çelikaslan, personal communication, March 4, 2017).    

Interviews with the respondents also highlighted the impossibility of predicting if/when an image 

will become an activist video. Temporality seems to have an essential impact in relation to the 

content of the image. An ordinary image of an ordinary day of protest begins to tell a story if/when 

one of the protesters recorded in the image is shot (Çağrı, personal communication, March 6, 
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2017). Regardless of whether it is footage, a found image, or a collage, as long as the image keeps 

telling the narrative of the movement, it keeps playing the role of activist video.  

Herkes İçin Mimarlık (Architecture for All), for instance, does not record street demonstrations 

although they use video as a medium very often. One of their members talked about their video 

series featured in the 2015 exhibition entitled “Istanbul. Passion, Joy, Fury” at the MAXXI 

Museum in Rome, which focused on urban renewal projects in Istanbul. They collected “words” 

from city residents for the first video,96 filmed the journey of a mobile bureau in different 

neighborhoods of Istanbul to again collect “words” for the second,97 and edited images collected 

from online mainstream media and YouTube for the third and final one98 (Gündoğdu, personal 

communication, March 28, 2017). Called Urban Renewal Story, the final video of the series stands 

out among all three; a collage of images depicting different aspects of urban renewal projects—

the central and local governments, citizens living in the affected neighborhoods, the real estate 

market, and mass media—it presents a visual narrative of urban renewal politics in Istanbul. The 

video also draws attention to the public visibility of urban renewal projects by showing 

governmental speeches at public events, marketing narratives in advertorials, and their 

interpretation by mass media. In this sense, the encounters with activist videos on social media, at 

film screenings and at exhibitions present a constant narrative and transfer information. Hence, the 

present study concludes that activist videos can be used as learning tools as long as their content 

offers a remarkable, historical, and archival narrative on socio-political causes.   

Autonomous Media Archives  

Chapter 4 examined the characteristics of autonomous media archives. Relevant concepts were 

addressed first, focusing on the practices of grassroots archiving and the notion of documenting 

history in real time. Next, activist archiving practices observed during the Occupy movements 

were studied mainly through an in-depth look at two archives that housed the born-digital materials 

created in that time; Interference Archive in New York and their video collection from OWS, and 

bak.ma in Istanbul and their online archive that contains visual memories of the social struggles in 

Turkey including Occupy Gezi Park. The chapter also reconfigured a number of archival concepts 

 
96 See “Interviews in Fikirtepe”: https://vimeo.com/184284096 (Accessed on November 5, 2018)  
97 See “Mobile Bureau”: https://vimeo.com/184240613 (Accessed on November 5, 2018) 
98 See “Urban Renewal Story”: https://vimeo.com/184243579 (Accessed on November 5, 2018) 

https://vimeo.com/184284096
https://vimeo.com/184240613
https://vimeo.com/184243579
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in transition, from various aspects: authenticity-authorship, curatorship and the matter of having 

“too much material,” storage-virtual space, and access-security. Finally, it asked questions 

concerning the future of autonomous media archives.  

Spaces hold their own memories and historicity. Yücel Engindeniz (2016) looked at the Occupy 

Gezi Park movement to understand the protesters’ demands from a psychanalytic standpoint, and 

states that the Gezi Park resistance was associated with a desire to claim the historicity of a 

common space: 

In this manner, the act of bearing the spaces as they are carriers of general historicity, and 

therefore, the memory is also a resistance to the destruction what has brought from the past 

to the present. And this is such an act of possessing that when being there with the aim of 

protecting what belongs to today, it is also unfolded and remembered what is forgotten, 

oppressed or denied. For instance, the Park was previously an Armenian cemetery, the 

word çapulcu99 is formerly used for the rebellions against the state and Dersim Massacre 

in 1937. Hence this remembering poses a new impact on today: the inevitability of coming 

across with the on-going realities of being ignored in the present time and the geography; 

or rather it’s an opportunity (pp. 53-54).  

Interviews with the respondents also highlighted the trap of glorifying a movement based on visual 

analyses of footage. Emre (Gündoğdu, personal communication, March 10, 2016), for instance, 

drew attention to remembering the Occupy Gezi Park movement in a romantic and nostalgic light: 

“It is necessary not to forget but ‘Gezi was like this, or like that…” Yelta agrees, and likens the 

glorification of Occupy Gezi Park memories to never-ending military service stories (Y. Köm, 

personal communication, March 10, 2016). Žižek also had similar concerns about the 2011 

occupation of Zuccotti Park, saying “The only thing I am afraid of is that we will someday just go 

home and then we will meet once a year, drinking beer, and nostalgically remembering ‘what a 

nice time we had here’” (Žižek, 2015: 131). It can thus be said that the present study showed how 

autonomous media archives that compiled activist videos from the Occupy movements from 

 
99 ‘Çapulcu’ means “Looter” or “Pillager” in Turkish, and it has been used against the protesters in the Occupy 

Gezi Park with the aim of marginalizing their act.  
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various sources undo the hegemony of iconic images in history, and provide an opportunity to 

visually examine the movements.  

Nora (1989) distinguished between lieux de mémoire and milieux de mémoire, and questioned new 

directions in the relationship between memory and history: 

The transformation of memory implies a decisive shift from the historical to the 

psychological, from social to the individual, from the objective message to its subjective 

reception, from repetition to rememoration. The total psychologization of contemporary 

memory entails a completely new economy of the identity of the self, the mechanics of 

memory, and the relevance of the past (p. 15).  

Nora (1989) defined lieux de mémoire “in three senses of the word—material, symbolic, and 

functional” (pp. 18-19), and claimed that they “are created by a play of memory and history, an 

interaction of two factors that results in their reciprocal overdetermination. (…) Without the 

intention to remember, lieux de mémoire would be indistinguishable from lieux d’histoire” (p. 19). 

Moreover, he stated that “the passage from memory to history has required every social group to 

redefine its identity through the revitalization of its own history. The task of remembering makes 

everyone his own historian” (Nora, 1989, p. 15), adding that to be a historian is “to be the 

spokesman of the past and the herald of the future” (Nora, 1989, p. 18). In a similar vein, the 

present study showed that autonomous archives are “sites of memory” as they keep records of 

specific issues, events, or groups, and mainly document the history of the oppressed. While 

grassroots archiving has been conceptualized as community archives (Sellie et al., 2015), activist 

archives (Moore & Pell, 2010), radical archives (Moran, 2014), and anarchist archives (Flinn, 

2007), using the concept of autonomous archives was a purposeful choice in the present study as 

it refers to a participatory and inclusive approach that contributes to shared knowledge of the past 

and has the power to transform the future (Moore & Pell, 2010). In this sense, this study argued 

that autonomous archives are similar in approach to the non-authoritarian and horizontal structure 

of the Occupy movements that emerged in both New York and Istanbul.   

Collecting activist videos from OWS and Occupy Gezi Park originated from the desire to 
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collectively document a special event, akin to The September 11 Digital Archive.100 Co-executive 

producer of the September 11 Digital Archive and a professor at City University of New York 

(CUNY), Steve Brier, recalled that the Sloan Foundation proposed to “put up an archive that would 

allow people in this new digital era to submit their recollections, their memories, as well as any 

digital textual materials” (Brier, personal communication, December 9, 2016). Hence, “two 

centers”—the Center for Media and Learning/New Media Lab, CUNY Graduate Center and the 

Roy Rosenzweig Center for History and New Media at George Mason University—“got together 

and decided in the immediate aftermath of September 11 attacks that it would be important to try 

to understand how historians, like ourselves, fifty years from now, might look back and try to 

understand what happened in 9/11” (Brier, personal communication, December 9, 2016). 

According to Brier and Brown (2011), the role historians play in the process of collecting materials 

had changed as well:  

In essence, after decades of depending on librarians and archivists to gather, catalog, and 

make accessible the vital data that we needed to do our work as historians, we decided that 

we would now have to function in a new role: as archivist-historians (p. 103).  

Archiving materials related to any particular event poses a series of curatorial questions regarding 

the collected data, which was also the case for The September 11 Digital Archive:  

But what about the larger context in which most people experienced these events? What 

about the attitudes and perspectives of “ordinary” people, here and abroad, especially those 

deeply affected by the attacks, those who were not necessarily inside or near the towers or 

in the Pentagon or in Shanksville, but whose lives were nonetheless profoundly affected 

by what happened on September 11? What about people who did not, a decade ago, have 

direct access to digital media through which to record their ideas and experiences, let alone 

preserve them? (Brier & Brown, 2011, p. 103). 

The digital archive was launched online just four months after the September 11 attacks, and the 

process of actively collecting materials for it was completed by the end of 2003, when the funding 

provided by the Sloan Foundation ended: 

 
100 See “September 11 Digital Archive”: http://911digitalarchive.org/ (Accessed on November 4, 2018) 

http://911digitalarchive.org/
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Two years after we had conceived and launched the September 11 Digital Archive, we had 

collected a total of nearly 150,000 individual digital items, including 45,000 personal 

narratives, 60,0000 e-mails and electronic communications (including blogs and listservs), 

14,000 digital images, 6,000 print documents, and 4,5000 audio and video files, many of 

which we streamed on our website. The September 11 Digital Archive website in the same 

two-year period received nearly 120 million hits and more than 2 million unique visitors. 

And to this day it consistently ranks third or fourth among the more than 350 million 

“September 11” and “9/11” web pages indexed by Google (Brier & Brown, 2011, p. 106). 

Naturally, archiving born-digital materials in the early 2000s required a series of innovations 

related to IT infrastructures. “We had to build the plane while we were trying to fly it,” says Steve; 

“We had to invent a cataloging system, because it was not like OMECA existed. OMECA came 

out of it. That’s how the Center of History and the New Media decided to create the OMECA 

software” (S. Brier, personal communication, December 9, 2016). Presently, teachers use the 

archival materials extensively to help students who were either born after the event or were too 

young to understand it, grasp its full significance (Brier, personal communication, December 9, 

2016). Providing constant access to the archived digital materials necessitates maintenance to 

update metadata and fix any broken links. For this reason, it was essential to secure a permanent 

home for The September 11 Digital Archive:  

We reached out to the Library of Congress in 2003. Started the negotiation with them. Got 

them to agree to extension of September 11 Digital Archive as the first fully digital thing 

that they have ever taken into the library. That was wonderful. There was a big ceremony 

in Washington. We went there. Our colleagues from George Mason came, the president of 

Graduate Center came to be there. What we literally did is we handed over, a symbolic but 

it was really two hard drives that were kind of our way of saying, “here, you have it,” 

instead of handing boxes and papers. (…) Sadly, that was 2003, 13 years later, they still 

haven’t figured out at the Library of Congress how to take what we have given them (Brier, 

personal communication, December 9, 2016).    

As the present study has shown, autonomous archives today—thanks to their participatory 

methods—challenge the authority of classical archiveology with regards to history writing by 
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questioning what we can and what we should archive. In a related vein, the study also highlighted 

the ongoing changes to and discussions on archiveological concepts such as authorship and 

authenticity, curatorship and the question of “too much material,” storage and digital space, and 

access and security. Over the course of the study, prioritization was observed to have a strong 

impact on activist archiving practices. The activist archivists and librarians at Interference Archive, 

for instance, chose to solve the problem of cataloging born-digital materials by first focusing on 

their OWS digital collection, and thus currently do not provide online access to them. In contrast, 

since the activist archivists at bak.ma were the people doing the actual recording as well, they kept 

on adding more materials to the archive in parallel with their ongoing efforts. Differences in 

archival practices are undoubtedly directly related to archival politics, yet real life circumstances 

also seem to play a role. Members of bak.ma, for example, noted that when producing edited 

images of a protest for timely dissemination is a priority after coming home following long hours 

of filming on the streets, organizing hard drives in an archiveological form often takes a backseat 

(S. Tekin, personal communication, MONTH DAY, 2017; G. Çağrı, personal communication, 

MONTH DAY, 2017; O. İnce, personal communication, MONTH DAY, 2017).  

To summarize, both Interference Archive and bak.ma shared similar motivations for collecting 

individual memories of protest culture and social struggles in their respective countries to support 

the idea of a non-authoritarian and non-linear history writing, yet the way their viewed and engaged 

with their collections, public activities, public etc. differed:   

 Interference Archive bak.ma 

Access Physical venue Online 

Administrative 

members 

Mainly visual artists, archivists, and 

librarians 

Videographers, filmmakers, and 

documentary filmmakers 
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Collections Books, flyers, posters, pins, 

newspapers, magazines, postcards, 

pamphlets, audio recordings, and 

video from all across the world 

Born-digital materials in the form of 

videos that focus on politics in 

Turkey 

Exhibitions Held regularly, all kinds of materials Video exhibitions 

Audience Regularly held public events 

including talks, film screenings, 

workshops, etc 

Online audience and listeners at 

invited public talks 

Cataloging An online cataloging tool, IT 

infrastructure, test drives for the 

metadata of different kinds of 

materials 

A tagging-based database system 

Catalog access On-venue, easily researched, no plans 

to enable online access to materials 

Materials can be searched online; to 

protect the security of protesters, 

also have an offline collection of 

hard drives that contain 

“inappropriate images”  

Publications Exhibition catalogs, journal articles, 

blog posts, and thematic books 

Exhibition catalogs, journal articles, 

blog posts, and thematic books 

Licensing Creative Commons  Copy-left 
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Funding Core group of donors, annual 

fundraising events, applies for grants 

Applies for grants  

Replacing the traditional architecture of archives, based on classifying records by inventory, with 

a different kind of order that features variation and fluctuation—as Interference Archive and 

bak.ma have both done—not only enables dynamic access to an archive, but also follows a more 

processual approach (Ernst, 2013). The present study speculated on the potential future of 

autonomous media archives from various aspects, including the enormous number of produced 

archival materials, uncatalogued archival materials that accumulate in different places, and data 

privacy. Indeed, the future of autonomous archives depends a great deal on their users. Therefore, 

any discussions on the future of born-digital materials must take into consideration the digital 

culture of future generations and how they might access information. In other words, the cataloging 

efforts of today should include projections about potential keywords in the future. Temporality is 

a challenge in this regard, since keywords will be essential in drawing future researchers’ attention 

to numerous issues that will be historical events to them.   

For instance, Vero—a member of Interference Archive—describes her thoughts about archiving 

materials from the Occupy movements on the basis of temporality and what she experienced as 

she was hosting a group of college freshmen:   

I brought out materials from Occupy. And they ask me, don’t you have anything from 

recent movements? And I remember thinking, I thought this was a recent movement. But 

okay, I am a little bit older than them. Not that much. And I started realizing that I still see 

this not as a thing of the past. But it has been a few years. And not everybody participated 

or has a clear recollection or continues to be involved with people who were part of the 

movement or inspired by the movements (Ordaz, personal communication, December 15, 

2016).  

In the present day, archiving and cataloging efforts are mostly planned according to current digital 

culture behavior. Privacy and data protection laws and regulations are currently under discussion, 

and increasingly growing stronger in favor of anonymizing personal data. Moreover, archival 

materials collected without consent raise the issue of “the right to be forgotten,” for instance, 
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concerning protesters who were filmed during a demonstration but have no desire to be part of an 

archive. States could also exploit this right, and ban filming on the streets and in public spaces 

without notice, under the pretext of protecting the privacy of their citizens. Oppressive 

governments already resort to throttling the internet, banning certain websites, and even power 

cuts to prevent the production and dissemination of images in urban warfare zones; yet activists 

still develop strategies for tactical media usage and smuggle out counter images as visual witnesses 

to events. In this sense, tactical media strategies position themselves against the daily state 

propaganda on TV, especially on state-owned TV channels, and aim to abolish their dominance in 

visual social memory.101   

A documentary entitled Şahit Olun (Bear Witness) (2015-2016) that was broadcast on Turkish 

Radio and Television (TRT) and featured footage from the 2015-2016 curfews in Southeastern 

Turkey, is a case in point. While the production claimed that the images in it provided access to 

“the truth,” Çaylı (2016) examined Bear Witness episodes and unmasked this claim by discussing 

the images and the host’s descriptions from a perspective of “the relationship between urban 

warfare and sovereignty” (p. XX??). According to Çaylı, images overshadowed words in the 

documentary, and videography was prioritized over speech so as to stir up public emotions under 

the pretext of providing viewers direct access to on-the-ground reality. The author also interpreted 

interviews with anti-terror units as attempts to evoke sympathy for law enforcement units in the 

region. It should be noted that the faces of state officers were blurred during the interviews, while 

those of the locals were fully visible. Another issue Çaylı raised was that the documentary 

presented the curfews as a measure to protect the local residents, and conceals the fact that their 

only choices were to either leave their homes or stay inside, while the exterior belonged to the 

sovereign.102 In Episode 7 of Bear Witness, the host interprets a skirmish as follows: “The fact is 

that people could have been here. If the curfew had not been declared and people had not left this 

area, they would be experiencing this, right?” (TRT Belgesel, 2016). The ‘curfew positivism’ 

 
101 In April 2017, TRT launched their online media archive to public accces, and the curated content caused a 

series of discussions as the available materials don’t represent the society as a whole by missing out etnical, 

religious, women and LGBTI history in the country.   
102 The sovereignty of exterior exposes itself during skirmish in the cases of taking wounded people to 

hospitals, or trying to protect and bring dead bodies in. NGO reports focusing on the curfews in 2015-2016 in 

the Southeastern region displays the counter narrative of “curfew positivism.” See: 

http://hakikatadalethafiza.org/en/calisma/curfews-and-civillian-deaths-in-turkey/ (Accessed: November 4, 2018) 

http://hakikatadalethafiza.org/en/calisma/curfews-and-civillian-deaths-in-turkey/
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promoted by the documentary reminds of activist videos coming from the same region recorded 

in the same period. Belit Sağ (Sağ, personal communication, September 13, 2017), for instance, 

talked about visiting Cizre—a town in the region—twice; once with the Women for Peace 

Initiative and once by herself. In a video she recorded and edited, Nurcan—a young woman who 

witnessed the curfews—narrates their daily lives during the curfews, when many families hid 

together in basements and tried to survive on limited food and water.103 In another one of Belit’s 

videos from Cizre, women show images captured by their own mobile devices—the likes of which 

do not appear in Bear Witness.104 Hence, Belit’s camera transforms anyone who views the video 

into a witness of the events that unfolded in the region. In the face of official state video archives, 

video activism aims to provide the truth by recording the counter image. The truth portrayed in 

Bear Witness and archived by the state represents what state is willing to see. In contrast, activist 

videos disseminated from the region that were not recorded by the state mainly depict what the 

state fails to see.  

To conclude, the present study examined the contribution of activist videos from the OWS and 

Occupy Gezi Park movements to non-authoritarian and non-linear history writing, by primarily 

focusing on activist archiving practices at Interference Archive in New York, and bak.ma in 

Istanbul. Oktay İnce-co-founder of Seyr-i Sokak—for instance, described workshops they were 

holding, where one objective is to enable protesters to review the social movement and question 

their video activism practices with the aim of improving their political struggles. Framing such 

discussions as “activism-logy,” İnce viewed the autonomous archiving of activist videos, as 

archives and videos present learning tools, geared to conceptualizing the constant components of 

socio-political movements, producing new concepts, and boosting the dissemination of knowledge 

(İnce, 2017c). Today, in addition to the archiveological discussions on collecting, curating, 

cataloging, storing, and providing public access to activist videos, it is also essential to question 

the future of autonomous media archives by asking how autonomous media archives can contribute 

to knowledge production from the perspective of Digital Humanities. Through an interrogation of 

autonomous media archives based on digital humanities research tools, this study can be enriched 

to discuss how activist videos can provide data in an interaction with each other. Activist videos 

 
103 See Figure 23: “Nurcan”  
104 See Figure 24: “Sept. - Oct. 2015, Cizre” 
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not only present footage and related textual analyses as archival materials, but also serve as a 

significant resource by linking earlier protests to current social struggles so as to make predictions 

about the future. Mapping footage from different protests for the same social cause that occurred 

across different time periods, at different places even, for instance, could reveal temporalities in 

social movements and provide a broader and deeper look at non-authoritarian and non-linear 

historicization.  
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