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I. Introduction
The 11 March Madrid terrorist attacks (3/11) killed almost 200 people on four early-morning commuter trains and wounded almost 2 000. Right after the explosions the Spanish government named ETA, the Basque separatist group as the main suspect. However, evidences shortly showed that the attacks were organized by an Islamic militant group connected to al-Quaeda. According to the group’s spokesman, who’s message was recorded on a video cassette, the bombings were revenge for “Spain’s collaboration with the criminals Bush and his allies.”
 The way the conservative government handled the situation strongly influenced the outcome of the 14 March Spanish general election. The Socialis Party scored the victory, and consequently Prime Minister Aznar – supporter of the US and the war in Iraq - had to go. 
Similarly to 9/11,
 after the terror attacks new communication technologies had a significant role in interpersonal communications – both in political and in personal terms.
 This time, however, new ways of self-organization had real and immediate political consequences: 
“If there is a medium that has contributed most to make news run like hell during the last days of this strange and difficult Spanish campaign, it is text messaging (SMS) through mobile phones. It has been used to spread news among citizens as well as political parties. But the most impressive use happened the night before the elections. The spread of text messaging congregated some thousands of people in front of the political party running the country, Partido Popular, in just a couple of hours. Any protest with political meaning is forbidden in Spain on that day. Any organization behind such public demonstrations could be punished. But, what if it is just the result of a spontaneous crush of SMS messages? The use of big media, which have been greatly tendentious in some cases, has not been as powerful as text messaging to spread the news and ask for the truth in the most intensive days of democracy in Spain.”

According to some authors these political demonstrations organized via text messages could be considered casual “flashmobs” (spontaneous crowds doing astounding, mostly meaningless acts for a couple of minutes in public spaces and then disappear).
 Others strongly emphasize the unconventional political features of these gatherings. As Manuel Castells pointed out a week after the terror attacks, new ways of mobilization of Spaniards cannot be understood within the traditional media framework.
 Protests organized via mobile text messages burst the traditional conceptualization of the relationships between citizens, mass media and the state. 
The use of mobile communication technologies for political purposes is not unprecedented in Europe. Mobile phones – especially text messages – were used to organize demonstrations, circulate political jokes, gossips and official campaign slogans in many election campaigns – for example in France (2001), the United Kingdom (2001), and Hungary (2002).
 Compared to the centralized logic of traditional campaigning, new media facilitate decentralized, fast and inexpensive organization of protests (and other forms of political action) and might amplify already existing political forces.
 They, however, in themselves, never create completely new forces. It would be therefore misleading to say that Aznar’s downfall was directly caused by text messages. But, and this cannot be overemphasized, the story of the 2004 Spanish general elections can only be understood in its entirety if mobile communication technologies were included in the picture. 
The purpose of this paper is not to add another piece to the series of case studies focusing on the political roles of information and communication technologies. Instead, it takes a step backwards and gazes at the transforming landscape of political communication. The Spanish (and British and Hungarian, etc.) examples are not isolated, exotic phenomena. Quite to the contrary: they are firmly connected to the most serious debates among social scientists about trends of political participation, roles of media within the political system, and the future of the nation-state. In the next section of the paper I will argue that the ways citizens interact with each other and also with the state strongly influence how democracies function. I will also assert that the amazing popularity of mobile technologies in Europe actually signifies something profound about the nature of interpersonal communication in general and political communication in particular within the enlarged European Union. In the third section I will put this issue into a larger conceptual framework and briefly present the “European public sphere” debate. My purpose with this is to highlight that irrespective of positions in the debate, current literature frequently emphasizes various theoretical aspects of political communication, but it hardly ever deals with actual processes of communication; technologies-in-use are usually absent from the picture. 
II. “We are Iberians, too”
In his The Stone Raft Nobel Prize winner José Saramago makes a fascinating thought experiment: What if the Iberian Peninsula suddenly became detached from the rest of Europe and started to drift away? How would Portuguese and Spanish people react? How would French people react? How far should the new Iberian Island, this stone raft sail to make the European Union rethink the membership of Portugal and Spain? One of the most impressive parts in Saramago’s book is when he describes how the youth all over Europe organizes demonstrations under the slogan “We are Iberians, too”. No one knows exactly, what that means (especially Iberians don’t), but everyone feels that the message is utterly strong. 
After the 3/11 attacks it became clearer then ever that European citizens are indeed Iberians, too. If we believe the message of the Islamic militant group on the video tape to be authentic, then in one way or another all European states are involved in the story of the Madrid attacks. Some of them supported the war in Iraq, others were opposed to it. Furthermore, in most counties where governments were allies of Bush, a huge proportion of citizens stood against the war (this was exactly the situation in Spain). As Philip Schlesinger put it accurately, “due to its present diffuseness as a political formation, the [European Union] could not respond to the Iraq crisis as a union… [but] many of the European Union’s nations, responding as singular national publics, had proved to be substantially united in their opposition to war”.
 This means that evaluating the lack of a single, united European official standpoint on the war in Iraq as a continuation of fragmentation of the Old Continent is misleading. 
The terror attacks in Madrid were against Europe – the slogan “We are Iberians, too” reflects this perfectly. But there is more than that. Patterns of interpersonal communications in Spain after the attacks (both in general and political terms) clearly show that mobile communication technologies are inherent parts of everyday life – not only in Spain but also in the EU of 25 countries. According to the International Telecommunication Union’s (ITU) “World Telecommunications Report” published in December 2003, the proportion of mobile subscribers per hundred inhabitants is close to 80 in most EU countries, and even in the “least mobile” countries roughly half of the population owns a mobile phone. (By comparison, proportion of those with access to the internet remains systematically lower in all countries in Europe, except for Denmark.)
 Clearly, in the enlarged EU mobile phones became one of the most fundamental communication tools.
What do these patterns of interpersonal communication have to do with politics in general? It has become a truism in political science that deliberation is necessary to preserve democratic legitimacy.
 The ways citizens communicate with each other and with the state strongly influence both the quantity and quantity of political participation – although more communication in itself is never simply “good” or “bad”.
 Most researchers consider political participation as a stable, well-defined concept.
 They tend to talk about the decline of participation and civic engagement, while they do not pay attention to new forms of citizen interaction.
 Mass demonstrations organized via SMS, electronic political jokes circulated on a mass scale among supporters, official campaign slogans, political gossip and black propaganda in e-mails and text messages – these are all new forms of political participation
 and increasingly become parts of the standard repertoire of political action. 
As Craig Calhoun formulated it, “if Europe is not merely a place, but a space in which distinctively European relations are forged and European visions of the future enacted, then it depends on communication in public, as much as on distinctively European culture, or political institutions, or economy, or social networks”.
 How can mobile communication technologies as increasingly popular means of “communication in public”
 contribute to the most serious social scientific debates, such as the concept of the public sphere or the future of the nation-state? Is there a useful framework that helps us to examine what recent transformations of citizen interaction in Europe mean? In the next section I will argue that although discussions on the European public sphere generate invaluable contributions to political science, nationalism studies, international relations, media studies, etc., they systematically fail to understand the role of communication technologies in the process. 
III. Debates on the European Public Sphere
The “public sphere” is one of the most often debated concepts not only in political science, but also in media studies, political philosophy and sociology.
 The fairly new question of the European public sphere, however, seems to be a part of a much broader debate, namely whether the European Union needs a constitution or not. The EU is a strange political formation, because the most important decisions are made on a supranational level, while they are implemented on a national level. This means that the real responsibility remains for national governments. It is thus not surprising that a legitimacy problem emerges. The Parliament – the ideal place for rational political discourses – has little influence. Dieter Grimm argues that 

“[t]he democratic nature of a political system is attested not so much by the existence of elected parliaments, which is today guaranteed almost everywhere, as by pluralism, internal representativity, freedom and capacity for compromise of the intermediate area of parties, associations, citizens’ movements and communication media. Where a parliament does not rest on such a structure, which guarantees constant interaction between people and State, democratic substance is lacking even if democratic forms are present”

Having said this, Grimm does not hesitate to conclude that a European public sphere does not (and could not) exist, because there is no European public to begin with. He argues that without a European lingua franca European topics remain to be discussed on the national level. According to him, democratic deficit in the EU is “structurally determined” – not even a written constitution would help.
 In his response Jürgen Habermas starts from the same point where Grimm does: from a normative perspective a European public sphere is needed to solve the EU’s legitimacy problems.
 Habermas claims, that “there can be no European Federal state worthy of the name of a democratic Europe unless a European-wide, integrated public sphere develops in the ambit of a common political culture”.
 There are two problems with this argument. First, it assumes that national public spheres exist (and more interestingly they function properly). Second, it envisions an institutionalized European public sphere based on common European public culture. This, however, seems to be a vicious circle: a common culture requires sparkling public communication, which requires a kind of a common European culture.

In a more recent essay Habermas fine-tunes his concept and differentiates between two forms of European deliberation: institutionalized (within parliaments, committees, legislative bodies, etc.) and informal mass communication.
 The latter category sounds promising and seems to offer an appropriate framework for conducting thorough analyses on the role of new communication technologies in “macro-level public spheres”.
 The problem with Habermas’ proposal, at the same time, is the very same as with his Structural transformation of the public sphere: it remains painfully isolated from actual communication practices.
 “Habermas and his disciples hold on the modern project only by abstaining from all empirical inquiry – not a single case study in the five hundred pages of his master work.”

There are remarkable attempts to overcome this deficiency. Most European public sphere studies nowadays try to grasp the essence of the public sphere on the European level with media content analysis.
 Thomas Risse and Marianne Van de Steeg, for instance, focus on the “Haider debate” and conclude that for shorter periods of time intensive political discussions evolve, which do not remain on a national level and can be considered explicitly European.
 Elsewhere, Van de Steeg offers a sophisticated model based on media content analysis, where not only discourses in a given medium (such as the EU enlargement in national weeklies), but also points of contact (that is, the “quality” of the discourse) are represented in the same figure.
 

Highly prestigious newspapers, such as the Financial Times, International Herald Tribune, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung etc., or television channels like Arte or Eurosport undoubtedly offer terrific opportunities to trace important issues, events of great interest beyond the national level.
 However, these media are still closer to nation-states and could by no means be treated as unequivocally “European”.
 Media content analyses are noteworthy endeavours to connect theory and practice, but they assume that solely national newspapers (or other forms of traditional mass media) are the trustees of political discourses in Europe. They take Habermas’ suggestion seriously and examine some forms of political communication, but in doing so they deal with something that has little to do with the original research question (namely, whether there is a European public sphere). 
Newer forms of “informal mass communication” are taken increasingly into account – that is good news.
 The bad news is that no one seems to care about the characteristics and actual uses of these technologies. Similarly to established notions like “political participation”, communication via official websites is regarded as a stable, well-defined concept. One may find it quite astonishing how strongly policy-makers and social scientists emphasize the remedial role of new ways of citizen interaction and how rarely they deal with actual practices.
 It is worth to take a look at the language of the European Commission’s White Paper on European Governance, published in July 2001: 
Institutions and Member States also need to communicate more actively with the general public on European issues. The communication policy of the Commission and the other Institutions will promote efforts to deliver information at national and local level, where possible making use of networks, grassroots organisations and national, regional and local authorities […] Information and communication technologies have an important role. Accordingly, the EU’s EUROPA Website, is set to evolve into an inter-active platform for information, feedback and debate, linking parallel networks across the Union. Providing more information and more effective communication are a pre-condition for generating a sense of belonging to Europe. The aim should be to create a trans-national ‘space’ where citizens from different countries can discuss what they perceive as being the important challenges for the Union. This should help policy makers to stay in touch with European public opinion, and could guide them in identifying European projects which mobilise public support. 

Now, how do mass demonstrations, organized by Spaniards via mobile communication technologies, strongly influencing the outcome of the 2004 election in Spain and thus modifying the EU’s image concerned with the Iraq-crisis, fit into the EC’s picture? Short answer: they don’t. We have design on the one hand and practice on the other. Institutions, “general publics”, central websites in contrast with citizens, with mobile phones in their hands and emotions in their hearts. Techno-determinists consider the design process of a technology almighty; policy-makers (and some political scientists) do the same with constitutions. This paper is not to deny the importance of design of technologies or political systems. Instead, it tries to highlight that design is only one (perhaps not even the most important) element in the process. 
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