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Introduction 

Community and communication are decreasingly bounded in singular spaces. The possibilities for sustaining on-going communication that is immediate, everyday, virtual and visual are increasing as the new technologies open up spaces for multiple communication flows that cross localities and nations, but which also give voice to localised communities. The appropriation of networking capacity by social networks has led to the development of on-line communities, which both expand networking possibilities, reinvent society (Castells, 2001) social bondings and restructure the limits of imagination. 

The Internet offers a new context for thinking of identity and community (ibid.); the Internet has its own rules and its own potentials as a tool and as context. It becomes ‘a medium of selective social interaction and symbolic belonging’ (Castells, op. cit.: 37) since it does not demand the level of commitment and permanence that other forms of community belonging require. Yet – and very crucially for diasporic/minority excluded populations – it expands the space of community communication, self-expression and self- representation, challenging boundaries and restrictions around and within community public communication. Yet, on-line connection and attachment relate to the off-line life of the users. ‘The Internet is appropriated by social practice’ (Castells, op. cit.: 118) and bound by the realities of the physical self (Turkle, 1996), thus, it only makes sense to study it in the social context of diasporic experience.  

This paper – and with reference to three case studies – investigates some of the distinct dimensions of diasporic communication and the tense interrelation of it to the off-line world. In relation to specific examples, it will be argued that in the extended possibilities of on-line networking: (i.) diasporic communities, excluded from the mainstream, gain access and the right to speak in a transnational public; (ii.) marginalized and excluded communities and individuals gain the right to speak within a virtual community/communitarian network (Franklin, op. cit.) and (iii.) the dispersed diasporas gain political and community visibility and challenge the centre-periphery/homeland-diaspora relation when every geographical position within a global community becomes equally important. 

Diasporic Life On-line

In discussing the condition of diasporic on-line communication, it is important to set up two main starting points. First of all, on-line communication for the members of diasporas has similar characteristics with other groups – with all the qualities, inequalities and rapid changes that characterise on-line communication overall. For example, the numbers of members of diasporas using the Internet increase rapidly. Also, as a rule, people with higher levels of education and income enjoy more access than those of lower educational and economic capital. In most cases, diasporic on-line communication is diverse and it combines the use of email with a more limited use of the web for information, entertainment, education. Like for the vast majority of Internet users, for diasporas as well, on-line communication is increasingly instrumental (Castells, op. cit.; Siapera, 2002). At present, it is estimated that over 85 % of general Internet usage represents email communication, primarily with friends, colleagues and family – relations that are initiated in ‘real’ ‘off-line’ conditions as much as on-line (ibid.). My own research with the British Greek Cypriots (2001), as well as other research on diasporic communities and on-line communication (Miller and Slater, 2000), indicate towards similar findings. The Internet increasingly saturates everyday life but it also becomes compatible with it. Most people use email as a cheaper, faster and more direct way to communicate with family and friends living in the locale (especially those who have constant access to email – e.g. students and professionals) and others living in the country of origin or around the globe. A participant in my research in London proudly explained how he managed to trace a friend from his high school years in Cyprus, who now lives in the USA,  the Internet. Almost twenty years after their last meeting, they re-established a long-lost relationship. The difference is that this relation is now on-line, though the possibility of a meeting in off-line life is  reinforced by their present connectivity. 

Apart from such possibilities characterising on-line communication overall, there are certain distinct characteristics relating to diasporas. Diasporic communities – even if diverse and with particularities in different cases – have always relied on networks, which expanded from the immediate locale to the transnational and global. In the diaspora, the construction of shared imagination, images and sounds have always been key elements of sustaining community. The Internet has allowed most of these communities to discover and rediscover this shared imagination and commonality; it has taken even further the potentials for developing diasporic cultures of mediated, transnational and partly free from state control communication. Web pages and discussion groups bring together friends and families, develop consumption networks and political fora; these are public fora of community communication. 

Next to the public communication, the invisible, banal and ever increasing exchange of emails reflects the immediacy and the everydayness of on-line diasporic communication. Email has been developing as a powerful competitor to the telephone and post – the older form of technologies for transnational communication. Family photos travelling from Cyprus to the UK and the other way around are among the most popular attachments exchanged between dispersed Greek Cypriot families and friends (Georgiou, op. cit.). With email, the exchange of everyday, banal news has increased. Sharing the banality, the routines and the common activities of everyday life (De Certeau, 1984) increases the sense of belonging to a community and furthers the imagination of sharing (Jeganatham, 1998; Georgiou, op. cit.). 
On-line communication is of particular value to transnational, diasporic communities, as it becomes a meeting place of the private and the public, the interpersonal and the communal. In the Internet, communities develop a sense of public-ness and a space of (global) commons (Silverstone, 2002). At the same time, on-line communication is interpersonal and non-public: it is the kind of communication that sustains intimate relations and a sense of commonality among the dispersed and diverse sections of the diaspora. Those different forms of communication meet each other, interweave into each other and reflect the different levels of connections among diasporas which challenge limits and limitations of identity and community. As Franklin (2001) argues, with reference to the diasporic Pacific female use of the Internet, everyday life on-line challenges the private-public dichotomy, creating empowering potentials especially for women who have otherwise been restricted by the public-private division. In on-line communication, the concept of the personal is political is (re)articulated, as delineations of public-ness, personal politics and intimacies intersect (ibid.). 

On-line Communication and Democratisation of Everyday Life: Three Case Studies

The three case studies that follow highlight changes that have come with the appropriation of the Internet by diasporic communities. The focus is on some of those changes that significantly challenge limitations and boundaries set by the mainstream and by dominant ideologies outside and within these groups. These examples do not aim at idealising either the Internet or the diasporic presence on the web. Needless to say that there are regressive projects of closure within diasporic on-line communication, that many people within diasporas are excluded by the information society, that social boundaries on and off-line are still present and sometimes more restrictive than ever. Nevertheless, this paper focuses on the possibilities that emerge for constructing more democratic relations within diasporic communities and within multicultural societies as these are considered as central in the discussion of new communication technologies. 

I. Constructing New Community Spaces
Resistances are no longer marginal but active in the centre of a society that opens up in networks (Hardt and Negri, 2000: 25)

On-line diasporic communication defies – or at least challenges – boundaries set as identifiers and social margins around communities. Exclusion, marginalization and racism have always created and depended upon the ascription of single-dimensional identities and upon the drawing of clear-cut boundaries that divide groups between ‘We’ and ‘Others’, ‘Whites’ and ‘Blacks’, ‘locals’ and ‘foreigners’ (Barth, 1969; Gilroy, 1987; Anthias, 2001). Ascription and marginilization often correspond to geographical origins and positionings, visible differences and exclusion from the mainstream. The absence of minorities from the mainstream of media representations and production has been highlighted for long as a significant process of cultural and political exclusion (ter Wal, 2002). Vis-à-vis the mainstream media, where ethnic minorities have no place, new places of alternative communication, representation and imagination are expanding. The decrease of cost and professionalism required for developing alternative media in local, national and transnational spaces means that minorities can be at the production side of media and media representations
. 

The Internet is increasingly successful as a space of alternative, empowering and inclusive mediated expressions and representations. More than any other medium, the Internet can bring closer together the private and the public, as well as information and communication; on-line communication can enhance participation and can feed the imagining of a community
. Against the singular identities and categorisation of minorities in mainstream media, the Internet allows the development of diverse expressions of identity
. Against the exclusion from mainstream media representations, it allows the development and communication of bottom-up agendas and representations. 

The case of New Vision (www.newvision.org.uk), an Ethiopian initiative on the web, is very characteristic as a challenge to singular boundaries and mainstream representations of refugees and asylum seekers. The New Vision – The Independent Refugee News and Information Service primarily addresses the refugee community in the UK, but also the Ethiopian diaspora and a community of refugee rights’ activists in Britain and beyond. The web site campaigns for refugee rights and includes up-to-date information about events and activities in this area; at the same time, it has a space especially devoted to news and information regarding the Ethiopian diaspora and a broader social space, with news on refugee everyday life and other dimensions of the refugee experience. Positive representations of refugees are central on the web site – these become apparent, for example, in an article about the contribution of the migrants employed as nurses and doctors in the British society; another article on a refugee painter aims at projecting an alternative refugee representation to that of refugees as a problem
. New Vision is apparently a web site that aims at being a space of alternative communication and information; it is a web site that offers news of specific interest to the groups it addresses. There are a few dimensions of New Vision that are interesting and important in the context of the present discussion. 

Firstly, the New Vision project indicates the development of a new form of community space. On one hand, this is a space for the multiethnic community of refugee (and its supporters). On the other hand, this is an ethnic, diasporic project for the Ethiopian community. In New Vision, the boundaries between the ethnic and the multiethnic are negotiated. The potential for the co-existence of multiple flows of communication within an alternative mediated space reflects the possibility for developing a diverse and dialectical form of multiculturalism. This example also indicates very clearly how the Internet, more than any other medium, can become the space where new migrant communities lacking the numbers, the resources and the know-how, can develop mediated communication. For transnational communities, such as the Ethiopian, the immediacy and the access to community information and communication on the Internet reflect the visibility that a community needs for surviving (in its connectivity and its imagining). Furthermore, this case indicates how a web site can become an active political forum and a point of reference for minorities and activists, when their agenda is excluded from the mainstream (media) discourses. The specific web site is indeed a point of reference and a source of news on refugee-relevant information, as well as a visible and vocal expression of political pressure

New Vision is not only a site of political campaigning; it is also a social – even if virtual – space and a space of positive representation. Sites such as this highlight aspects of multiethnic societies undermined in mainstream media and mainstream public discourses. Examples such as the presentation of migrant doctors and nurses, discussions on the long European history of cultural diversity, the promotion of refugee art projects and other positive representations of migrant and refugee everyday life reflect an alternative to exclusion diasporic and migrant dynamic. 

II. A Challenge to a Top Down Discourse of Community Purity

The Internet has only created challenged boundaries set by the mainstream and the majority population; it has also challenged exclusionary and homogenising projects within diasporic communities. The case of the Kurdish on-line presence and use of the Internet is one that reflects very vividly the struggle and possibilities for diverse and more democratic communication within a transnational community. The Internet has opened up unprecedented opportunities for communication and political linkage among the Kurds, who form one of the most tightly-linked transnational communities and politicised diasporas. As the Internet has, since its establishment, been a rather free from legal and political restrictions environment, communities which have faced huge restrictions and exclusion from mainstream media setting, found an alternative space of expression and connection; possibilities for forming alternative public spheres and solidarities have emerged. The Internet, as it is designed and established primarily as a technology of free communication (Castells, op. cit.), becomes a hospitable communication space for the Kurds, who have been marginalized and excluded from many national and transnational (geographical and mediated) spaces. In the deterritorialized space of the Internet, Kurds express territorial claims for Kurdistan. In transnational on-line communication, they imagine the construction of a nation. In the virtual cyberspace, they (re)create and sustain a community, real in its emotional and political consequences. 

Among the thousands of Kurdish web sites the political focus on the territorial claims and on national and political recognition predominates
, reflecting a shared agenda and a communal ideology of homogeneity about what it means to be Kurdish and what is of Kurdish interest. Interestingly, even when significant political disagreements are expressed within the transnational Kurdish community, there is still a predominant consensus about what constitutes the issues of interest – i.e. political problem; territorial claims; human rights; Kurdish language and culture preservation. The predominant on-line projection of a shared political, cultural agenda and of a singular Kurdish identity is of great importance, reflecting more than anything the imagining of a community which largely shapes its commonality around strong symbols attached to a major political problem
. Yet, for the Kurds, like for most diasporic communities, the projection of a singular and homogenous identity – largely characterising dominant community discourses in on-line and off-line public communication, does not reflect the complexity of diasporic communication – and consequently of diasporic communities and identities.  The dominant discourses of ethnic purity and of identity essentialism emerging around a handful of Kurdish (or any other ethnic, for that matter) identifiers – such as the nation, the language, the cultural heritage, the religion – become diluted in the on-line public communication. It is in these same web sites, which predominantly project an essentialist and singular Kurdish identity across the globe, and on email communication where the users of the diasporic on-line space suggest and discover their own version of Kurdishness and challenge the dominant essentialist discourse of a community. The emergence of alternative and subversive discourses within a Kurdish on-line pubic forum became apparent in the observation of some of the on-going discussions on the message boards hosted on KurdishMedia.com (www.kurdmedia.com) during different periods within 2002. 

In one instance, a heated discussion emerged when a participant wrote a message under the title ‘I am gay and proud of it’. This message was followed by an extensive debate, with participants taking more or less either of two sides: some suggested that being gay is incompatible with Kurdishness and others argued that one can be both Kurdish and gay (during the debate some other participants came out and said they were gay). During the same period, another discussion questioned discourses about the racial purity of the Kurds. And later in 2002 some participants opened up a debate around religion, with one person in particular suggesting that Kurds can be Buddhists. 

These different discussions, rather dissimilar in their objectives, reflect a common reality of on-line communication. In the on-line fora and in the on-line global commons (Silverstone, op. cit.), subgroups and individuals that are otherwise marginalized within a community can claim a space of vocal and visible presence. In the on-line space, gay Kurds can suggest their own Kurdishness and imagine a community where they can be ‘gay and proud of it’; Buddhist Kurds can vocally express their desire for diversity; others can challenge discourses of racial purity. In the on-line space they can celebrate visibility, difference and impurity in their own terms; community leaders and media producers do not set rules and boundaries alone. Minorities within minorities are neither voiceless nor invisible anymore; community hierarchical relations of marginalisation are now directly challenged. As Franklin writes about the Pacific female diasporic on-line communication: 

…the Internet/www allows them [women] an oral space, through access to on-line forums. They press on and loosen gendered conventions and hierarchies of the right to speak by making use of the more permissive features of on-line debate; (quasi)anonymity, informal syntax and the immediacy – and safety of posting a message for instance (ibid: 400). 

The interactivity of the Internet, its transnationality and the identity of the medium as an open and (more) democratic community space allows the emergence of a public that hosts users/members of a community characterised by geographical and identity diversity and dispersal. It is in this space that Kurds can be gay and Buddhist. And all these in their own right. 

III. Defying the Centre

One of the challenges emerging from the decentralisation of communication flows – achieved in on-line, satellite and other digital technology implementations – is that to the central point of reference for diasporas. Diasporas’ emergence and sustaining has always related to the imagining of a homeland – a centre of a transnational community. Homeland as the heart of diasporic imagination has been directly contested in the contemporary transnational experience of many dispersed ethnic communities. As it will be indicated here, the centre – homeland has increasingly been losing its original meaning, especially as new communications have allowed the emergence of different community imaginings and altered community relations in a global scale. 

A group of Greek students based in Boston and Cambridge, Massachusetts founded the Hellenic Resources Network (HR-Net) in 1995. The provision of the available on the Internet information to Greek policy making institutions has been at the heart of the HR-Net agenda since its establishment. According to the network’s declaration, the second aim is to offer the same institutions access to Greek academics and professionals living outside Greece. With these ambitious political goals behind this rather successful initiative, the founders of the HR-Net probably did not predict that their third aim would be the one to become increasingly successful: that of enhancing communication and cooperation between Greeks around the world by facilitating a more effective use of the Internet (see www.hri.org/info/hrnetinfo.html). With an average of more than 200,000 hits a week, the HR-Net has become one of the more active and influential web sites of the Greek diaspora. 

While the network keeps an obvious interest in Greek politics and events and sustains an active – though smaller – team of participants in Greece, it is the information and communication services it offers to and within the diaspora that are the most central to its activities. According to the HR-Net’s own statistics, the users of the network are extensively and primarily based outside Greece. HR-Net offers community services in national and transnational scale: up-to-date information about Greece and from Greek resources in Greece and abroad, software and technical support and bulletin boards and hosts many of the Greek American diasporic organisations’ web sites. The statistics of the first week of 2000 (and similar are the trends in other periods) show that an average of more than 90% of hits come from outside Greece (especially USA, Europe, Canada) and less than 10% from Greece. 

With its attention largely turned towards Greece, HR-Net shows a continuing connection to the homeland, to the centre of the Greek transnational community. Yet, even this devotion to the centre shows a decentralisation and an empowerment of the periphery – dispersed diaspora. HR-Net is actually drawing content and builds dimensions of its identity as a network through a peripheral relation to Greece. It is a decentralised, purely diasporic initiative, which recognises the attachment of its users to Greece, but which draws its success and its role in the diaspora from its active presence in a transnational sphere. If HR-Net has a close connection with Greece, this is mostly to feed it with information
. Its relation to the homeland is that of an empowered transnational community that can offer services and influence the centre, but which can exist in its own right. This is why HR-Net practically offers more services to diasporic organisations and to Greeks living around the world. This is why it presents itself as an ‘objective’ point of reference when it comes down to news and Greek politics; it depends as much on Greek, as it does on American and other western resources and points of reference. HR-Net’s present character reflects the third stage of development of diasporic on-line  communication – that of communication from the periphery to the periphery, according to Hanafi’s (2000) analysis of the Palestinian diaspora. Hanafi, with reference to the Palesta (Palestinian Scientists and Technologists Abroad – www.palesta.gov.ps) network, argues that its development reflects the increasing detachment of the periphery – diaspora from the centre. The centre – Greece or Palestinian territories – has indeed (ibid.) lost its original, fundamental and unchallenged role as the heart of a global community. Diasporas cannot only exist as satellites around a centre anymore; the power of knowledge and control of information, the responsibility and the active participation in community activities that do not go through the centre and which develop beyond the control of the centre, reflect a new diasporic condition. This is increasingly decentralised, autonomous and it challenges old meanings of belonging to a diaspora. 

Conclusions 

Does the Internet empower and democratise diasporic communities? Or does it further their exclusion, segregation and division? The answer is not straightforward. Nevertheless, there is a need to be sensitive both to the possibilities of exclusion  and segregation, as well as to the possibilities of the Internet furthering and democratising diasporic communication. Indeed, some communities remain on the receiving side of the media, and though less so in the case of the Internet, poverty, social exclusion and cultural capital still remain powerful boundaries. On-line communication is not straightforwardly and homogenously beneficial for diasporic communities. As it has already been emphasised, the Internet cannot be studied and understood in its consequences beyond the off-line world, beyond the social context of people’s experience. Furthermore, diasporas, like all media consumers, communities and societies transform technologies and the media by appropriating, experimenting and making them compatible to their everyday life and culture (Castells, op. cit.; Silverstone and Hirsch, 1994; Aksoy and Robins, 2000). This means that on-line communication makes sense for diasporas in the context of their everyday life and in dialogue with their off-line (and other on-line) cultural experience and practice. 

On the other hand – and especially for the new generations of diasporic populations – the Internet is a new way for direct communication, for decentralised and alternative to the mainstream media and community discourses. Those new generations of diasporic populations experiment with the Internet, participate in their own on-line fora and express alternative voices to those claiming homogenous and bounded national and diasporic cultures. Some of the dimensions of minority on-line communication have been highlighted in this article. In concluding, I want to sum up some of the particular dynamics of diasporic on-line communication:

· The Internet offers an easy and cheap way for different minorities to gain visibility, voice and surpass the boundaries of space and of dominant cultural ideologies. Nevertheless, the digital divide and the exclusion from mediated communication and networking (Dutton, 1999) still makes it difficult to celebrate the Internet without highlighting the existing inequalities in communication, technology competence, in the social and cultural capital of its producers, users and non-users. 

· As the Internet was designed, developed and dynamically established in everyday life primarily as a technology of free communication (Castells, op. cit.), the culture of free and unconventional communication usually characterises its use. This is so in the case of diasporic communities which usually see in the Internet an opportunity to communicate beyond geographical and national boundaries; as a way to establish a dynamic presence, an often resisting (even fundamental) and proud voice vis-à-vis discrimination, exclusion, political and social subordination.  

· The geography of the Internet is partly defined in its use by such communities that, though dispersed, do exist and are sustained in virtual spaces and mediated relations. 

· In their on-line presence, diasporas can claim their space, rights and celebrate their identity and cultural particularity in the national context where they live, in relation to their homeland and within a broader diaspora of people claiming a place in a transnational, decentralised community.

· For many members of diasporas – especially for the younger generations – their presence in the Internet and other media allows them to actively construct, communicate and celebrate their particular diasporic identities, which are not the same as those of their parents and those of the people living in the distant homeland.

· Decentralised on-line communication empowers different sections of diasporic communities, which can negotiate their identities within these communities, promote and experiment with different versions of ethnicity.

· The Internet allows the development of autonomous and decentralised networks of communication; in the case of diasporas, which are spread across different countries and continents, it creates potentials for more democratic relations within these communities. Yet, this potential for democratic relations is not unobstructed; often diasporic production is dominated by specific and more powerful voices within those communities. Mediated communication is an area of struggle. 

* The author acknowledges the support of the EU 5th Framework Programme (Contract HPRN – CT2000-00063: The European Media Technology and Everyday Life Network) in the preparation of this paper. 
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� Of course the increased potential for developing alternative media goes hand in hand with the increased competition for audiences’ attention, Mainstream media offer increased and technically advances choices and programmes making it more difficult for alternative media to complete. The development of alternative media does not necessarily mean that audiences use them. 


� On-line communication among diasporic and ethnic populations signifies a symbolic participation in these communities; yet, the character of participation in on-line community activities and public fora does not imply any requirement for full and constant commitment of its members. 


� Also vis-à-vis projects of homogenisation within ethnic communities, as it will be argued.         


� From � HYPERLINK "http://www.newvision.org.uk" ��www.newvision.org.uk� on the 28th of July 2002. 


� See for example � HYPERLINK "http://www.xs4all.nl/~tank/kurdish/htdocs" ��http://www.xs4all.nl/~tank/kurdish/htdocs�, � HYPERLINK "http://www.kurdishobserver.com" ��http://www.kurdishobserver.com�, � HYPERLINK "http://www.kurdmedia.com" ��http://www.kurdmedia.com�.   


� See also Georgiou (2001) referring to the case of the British Greek Cypriots. The Cypriot diaspora partly constructs its imagining as a community though the sharing of strong symbols relating to the Cyprus problem. Also see Jeganatham’s (1998) analysis of a Tamil nationalistic project on the Internet, where he argues that the imagining of a homeland for the Tamil diaspora exists in the on-line image of that homeland.  


� This is clearly reflected in the declaration of the first aim of HR-Net.
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