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1. Introduction 
In the wake of the World Social Forum2 (WSF, Smith et al 2008) the idea of an open space to 

convene critics of neoliberal globalization spread throughout the world. Becoming a public 

stage and infrastructure of the global justice movements (GJMs), local, regional and national 

social fora were organized based on the WSF charter of principles (Rucht forthcoming).3 The 

Charter envisions a global process that opens up alternatives to neoliberal globalization. As 

part of this process, social forum events are organized to facilitate debates across political 

divisions (with the exception of parties and guerrilla organizations). Emphasizing 

communication rather than action, participants agree to abstain from common decisions or 

resolutions. 

Global justice activists in Europe decided to organize the first European Social Forum (ESF) 

in Florence in November 2002. In the framework of a highly integrated polity (Imig & 

Tarrow 2001), the meeting of European activists has been understood as being more than an 

exchange of people from neighbouring countries. It is a gathering of Europeans who in their 

vast majority support the continental integration while they are critical of neoliberal policies 

implemented by the European institutions (della Porta 2009, della Porta forthcoming). ESF 

meetings are spaces that allow expressing such criticism and shedding light on those aspects 

of Europe that are blinded out in governmental public relations. War, environmental hazards, 

illegalization of migrants, social and gender inequalities, are some of the issues that are 

discussed at the European iterations of the WSF. Everything but lamenting, ESF participants 

voice their ideas of another Europe and offer alternatives. However, in order to gain 

momentum, the other Europe that ESF participants strive for, has to be visible outside the 

venue. 

                                                 
1 This paper goes back to collaborative research with Lorenzo Mosca and Dieter Rucht. In the framework of the 
EU-funded research project “Democracy in Europe and the Mobilization of Society” (http://demos.iue.it) we 
analyzed the communication strategies of European Social Forum organizers targeting different audiences 
(Mosca et al. 2009). 
2 The first WSF was held in Porto Alegre, Brazil, in January 2001, parallel to the World Economic Forum in 
Davos. 
3 http://www.forumsocialmundial.org.br/main.php?id_menu=4&cd_language=2 
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ESF organizers make use of several channels to communicate the forum (Mosca et al 2009). 

Among other actions, they set up a website, organize demonstrations, facilitate meetings of 

participants and local citizens, they print banners and leaflets. However, to convey their 

message to a large number of citizens, social forum activists do also have to address 

commercial and public mass media: TV and radio stations as well as newspapers and 

magazines. Needless to say, journalists working for these media outlets have their own logics 

according to which they select relevant events and shape their reports. Events such as the ESF 

are organized as both an opportunity for activists to gather and a focal point for a public 

display of dissent. However, once the event takes place, organizers have virtually no influence 

on the public interpretation of their activity, nor on the dynamics that it might trigger. 

This paper aims at reconstructing the exterior view on the first four ESFs by analyzing the 

coverage in thirteen European newspapers. In what follows, two twofold questions are 

addressed: How does the context of an ESF influence the media coverage and does the PR 

concept of the organizers play a role? And, do journalists embrace the European character of 

the meeting or do national interests prevail? 

This introduction is followed by a theoretical section that sketches the relationship of social 

movement events and mass media. The subsequent section reconstructs the respective 

contexts that shape the public perception of the individual events. This information is then 

referred to in the following section in order to understand the differences in media coverage 

and the importance journalists attach to the ESF. 

 

 

Mass media and the making of social movement events 

Social movements are active on a continuous basis. Political groups and organizations that 

constitute these movements meet regularly to discuss strategies and form their opinion. They 

exchange via email, telephone and in face-to-face meetings. While these persistent activities 

are limited to activist circles, social movements generate sporadic events to gain public 

visibility. Unless a movement’s primary strategy is “subcultural retreat” (Rucht 1990: 163), 

i.e. a change in the lives of the constituency, collective actors generate opportunities to attract 

public attention by organizing protests, conferences, counter-summits and the like. Per 

definitionem, protest is a public endeavour. It aims at a public display of dissent, at a 

visualization of problems that are otherwise concealed or unnoticed. In this context, social 

movement events are sought to reach a “reference public” (Lipsky 1968) that is needed as part 

of a transformative process. 
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There are two complementary levels to understand the reference publics of social movement 

events. On the one hand these events can be considered as a way to constitute an internal 

public arena giving attendants the chance to express themselves, exchange their views and 

form a community of challengers. On the other hand, social movement events can be 

interpreted as an intervention reaching out for an external reference public – bystanders, 

counter-movements, commercial and public mass media, political and economic decision-

makers. It is this latter perspective that this paper focuses on. 

In order to address an external audience, social forum activists may distribute leaflets to 

bystanders of a demonstration; they might even start a door-to-door campaign, as happened in 

preparation of the ESF in Florence, to inform citizens about upcoming events. Usually, these 

direct forms of communication require considerable resources and they are necessarily limited 

in scope. That is why protest communication is largely dependent on mass media (Gamson & 

Wolfsfeld 1993, Koopmans 2004). They are commonly the only channel to reach a mass 

audience, potentially transporting the messages and images sent out during social movement 

events. However, mass media are not simply a channel that can be used by activists. Rather 

than being an amplifier for movement messages, they follow their own logics and have 

criteria at hand that are different from the protesters’.4 Journalists working for commercial 

and public mass media turn towards protest events only if they consider them to be 

newsworthy. Confronted with a daily flood of news, journalists act as gatekeepers who decide 

what is published and what is hidden. This selection is far from being accidental. Criteria 

underlying such decisions in the editorial office have been labelled news values (Staab 1990). 

Characteristics of a protest event that come into play as news values are its size and location, 

the level of conflict (McCarthy et al 1996, Oliver & Myers 1999) as well as the presence of 

celebrities. 

Connected to the problem of selection for coverage is a dilemma: on the one hand, the 

message that social movement activists want to send out is usually a complex critique that 

calls into question basic and hegemonic beliefs. On the other hand, journalists are attentive to 

social movements only in extraordinary moments, when the chances to convey a message are 

obviously limited. Aspects of social movements that attract media interest, for instance mass 

demonstrations and images of conflict, are more or less incompatible with the activists’ wish 

to see their story told. While street protests may under certain circumstances be attractive to 

journalists, activist messages have to be condensed in slogans or images in this context. 

However, the chances that journalists take these up and interpret them in the intended way are 

                                                 
4 For an account of the delicate relation between movements and media see Gamson & Wolfsfeld (1993). 
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rather slim. Vice versa, events that allow understanding challengers’ discourses and motives 

in detail, for instance congresses or hearings, are less likely to enchant journalists. 

There are a number of aspects beyond the reach of event organizers that influence the public 

perception of protest events. A social movement event is confronted with specific discursive 

opportunities, those “aspects of the public discourse that determine a message’s chance of 

diffusion in the public sphere” (Koopmans & Olzak 2004: 202). Koopmans and Olzak (2004) 

explore mainly three facets of discursive opportunity. The first, visibility, is connected to what 

has been said before: an event must pass the editorial desk. The placement of messages in 

media outlets is likely to be more prominent if the second aspect comes into play. Other 

public speakers who react to an event provide resonance, that, consonant or dissonant, 

deepens the impact of an event. Finally, the legitimacy attributed to social movement 

activities has an influence on their public perception. The reactions of journalists and third 

parties which are integrated into the concept of discursive opportunity can be explained with 

reference to a more general issue-related constellation. Discursive opportunities are more 

likely to be beneficial if the setting allows establishing links with the social movement event. 

Does the event add to the understanding of important developments? Can it be connected to 

relevant issue attention cycles (McCarthy et al 1996)? Does the event resonate with cultural 

knowledge?5 If these contextual aspects are beneficial, we can speak of a kairós, an opportune 

moment, for a social movement event to be received in public discourse. Identifying this 

moment and framing the event accordingly is a matter of hard work, experience and 

imagination. 

Lefébure and Langneau’s (2001) analysis of the coverage on labour related protests in Europe 

show that a central question of this paper – are European social movement events perceived as 

continental phenomena? – can only be answered with reference to such contextual factors. 

Two European Marches against unemployment, insecurity and exclusion resulted in different 

news frames. In the light of previous events and an initiative of the socialist French 

government to tackle unemployment European-wide, the first Euromarch on Amsterdam 1997 

was perceived as a genuine European event. The second march to the European summit in 

Cologne 1999 which was set in a less dynamic environment was hardly mentioned and not 

framed as a European protest (Lefébure & Langneau 2001). The differences in media 

                                                 
5 Especially in transnational social movement events, the conversion of different cultures of protest 
will be interpreted against the backdrop of a national tradition in the host country. Clashes between 
protesters and the police on occasion of the G8 summit in Germany, 2007, were scandalized by 
domestic media, while in other countries violence might more routinely be considered as a side effect 
of large demonstrations. 
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coverage contrast sharply with the impressive number of participants in both events (30,000 

in Cologne vis-à-vis 50,000 in Amsterdam) (Chabanet 2008). 

Finally, media resonance to social movement events does not only impinge on the public 

perception of social movements. It does also have an effect on the dynamics of movements 

themselves. Firstly, reflection in the media has an influence on the configuration of a 

movement. The image of social movement events conveyed in commercial and public mass 

media fluctuates between appeal and threat (Lipsky 1968). Thus, it can spur or inhibit 

participation (Gitlin 1980). It may also promote certain strands or organizations of a 

movement (Kolb 2005) that are portrayed as positive while others are ignored or disapproved 

of. Secondly, activists usually observe media coverage sharply and they act aware of the fact 

that they are observed by commercial and public mass media (Fahlenbrach 2002). Being 

recognized by mass media and being confronted with external perspectives are important 

aspects in the self-perception of challenging groups that contribute to building a collective 

identity. As a consequence, internal discussions are shaped significantly by the public image 

of a movement. For instance, activists refer to absent or negative media resonance when they 

debate about the forms of action that can be considered adequate (Yang 2008). 

With all these aspects in the relationship between media and social movement events in mind, 

the following sections will shed light on the media coverage of the ESFs in Florence (2002), 

Paris (2003), London (2004) and Athens (2006).  

 

 

The ESFs in context 

As seen in the foregoing paragraph, the press resonance to the ESFs cannot be understood 

without putting the events in context. How receptive were journalists vis-à-vis the respective 

ESF? How did other actors in the public sphere comment on the ESF? And what was the 

political constellation in which the ESF took place? These questions will be addressed for 

each ESF event individually. They are, however, not independent from the media coverage 

that is analyzed in the following section of this paper. Media receptiveness, third party 

activities and other contextual factors are shaped by a public image of the event that is 

constructed in advance. For instance, political decision-makers will only comment on the 

forum if they have the impression that it is a significant event that cannot be ignored – or if 

making it an issue may yield profit for them. If the media do not cover the forum, this is very 

unlikely to happen. Moreover, inter-media agenda-setting plays an important role for editorial 

staff to decide about the extent of their coverage. If major news media report on the ESF, this 
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will have an effect on other journalists. To control the influence of the media relations offered 

by ESF organizers on the press resonance, this aspect is also sketched briefly.6   

 

The first ESF that took place 6 – 10 November 2002 was organized and perceived against the 

backlight of two events earlier that year which had partly diametric effects. In January, the 

WSF had taken place for the second time. It inspired enthusiastic participants from Europe to 

transfer the process to their continent. However, the WSF was more than an activist 

playground. After the colourful but somehow ephemeral protests in Seattle (1999) and Prague 

(2000) the WSF was also recognized by a wider public as an event that offered serious 

alternatives to the policies promoted in the Swiss resort of Davos where the World Trade 

Forum met. The second event that played an even more decisive role for the setting of the first 

ESF was the G8 summit in Genoa earlier that year. What was remembered about the large 

demonstrations against the summit was mainly the violence that peaked in the death of the 

protester Carlo Giuliani (Juris 2005). Denying the extreme extent of violence on behalf of the 

police, the national government portrayed global justice activists as prone to violence and a 

threat to the cultural heritage in Florence. Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi hallucinated about 

“definitive devastations” that the city would have to prepare for. Even though the left-leaning 

regional government was supportive of the ESF meeting, the atmosphere was tense both in the 

city and in the rest of Europe. Nevertheless, approximately 60,000 participants attended to 

discuss strategies “against war, racism and neoliberalism” (ESF motto).  

The organizers of the first ESF offered journalists daily press conferences and a selected 

program for journalists, typically including well-known organizations or celebrities. Several 

activists were identified as available for media contacts, press releases were produced in a 

collective procedure. After the media resonance to the Genoa protests was dominated by one 

spokesperson of the local social forum, the ESF organizers intended to disperse media 

attention to a wider range of activists.  

The atmosphere surrounding the second ESF that took place in Paris on 12 – 16 November 

2003 was certainly more beneficial. The first ESF and a large demonstration in that context 

had taken place without a critical incident – a sharp contrast with the previous hysteria about 

projected violence. It was only too obvious that Paris would not have to fear violent incidents. 

Quite contrary, the mobilization that provided the context for the second ESF was the 

unprecedented transnational protests against the US-led war on Iraq that had been interpreted 

                                                 
6 A comprehensive comparison of PR efforts can be found in Mosca et al. (2009) 
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as the advent of a European public sphere.7 As the governments of France and Germany 

rejected the war, there seemed to be consonance with the protesters. This constellation 

probably facilitated the response to an event such as the ESF. Both the national and local 

government in Paris were supportive of the event providing considerable resources. 

Moreover, the ESF in Paris met with a decisively positive media environment. Le Monde 

Diplomatique, a monthly left journal that played an important role in the foundation of Attac 

and as a site for a critical debate of globalization, was a natural ally of the organizers of the 

ESF. Other media of the left welcomed the forum as a chance to reaffirm their identity and 

pressure the conservative government. However, the number of participants in Paris was more 

or less the same as in Florence. 

The organizers of the second ESF considered interaction with mass media to be a key 

problem. Their solution was a professionalization of the PR work. A press centre at the venue 

was accessible for accredited journalists only and two spokespersons were hired on a part-

time basis. They distributed press releases in French, English, Spanish, and Italian to a list of 

2,000 journalists. 

In London, where the third ESF was held on 15 – 17 November 2004, the support of local 

authorities went even further. The left-leaning mayor, Ken Livingstone, embraced the idea of 

an ESF in the British capital very early. His administration provided considerable resources 

and even became part of the organizing process, for instance, by administering the official 

ESF website.8 Because of conflicts in the preparatory process and as a sign of the 

disenchantment after two rather enthusiastic events, the London event attracted approximately 

25,000 participants. 

The ESF in the British capital had a similar PR layout as its forerunner in Paris. However, the 

adaptation to the needs of commercial journalism was even more visible in London. One 

person was hired as a press officer. As a service for journalists, the London website was the 

first ESF site to include a section to access press releases and information about accrediting. 

According to the website, 600 journalists registered to report on the ESF.  

Just like the event in London, the Athens ESF, scheduled on 4 – 7 May 2006, did not trigger 

much excitement on the side of the national government, left alone abroad. The government 

concentrated massive police force in the capital to control what was expected to be one of the 

                                                 
7 Jürgen Habermas and Jaques Derrida took this stance in an essay that was part of a series of contributions by 
European intellectuals published in major European newspapers (Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung and 
Libération, 31 May 2003).  
8 This appropriation of the ESF by a party politician was criticized by many grassroots activists. The role of 
Livingston and the dominance of his Greater London Authorities as well as trade unions, NGOs and the Socialist 
Workers Party triggered a confrontation of ‘verticals’ versus ‘horizontals’ peaking in the disruption of a plenary 
session and in a demonstration against the official ESF (Papadimitriou et al. 2007). 
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largest demonstrations of the radical left beyond the communist party. However, this 

provision was made without exaggerated public statements. The ESF as such seemed to be 

accepted as a routine. While there was something of a routine also among long standing 

participants, the Athens ESF succeeded in integrating many activists from Central and Eastern 

Europe. At last, 35,000 participants had registered for the event. 

As a reaction to the criticism of the London ESF, the media work in Athens was performed 

collectively by a group of five activists, one of them identifiable as an ESF press officer. The 

concept of the press team was akin to that developed by the organizers of the Florence ESF. 

They aimed at facilitating contacts between journalists and activists rather than providing a 

professional service to the mass media. However, the team issued press releases that were 

available in Greek and English. 

 

 

Journalistic frames: Press resonance to the ESFs 

This section will explore the press coverage of the ESFs in the four host countries and in two 

more countries – Spain and Germany – where no ESF took place thus far. For each country, 

the analysed newspapers comprise a conservative and a liberal outlet. These are for Italy: 

Corriere della Sera and La Repubblica, for France: Le Figaro and Le Monde, for the UK: The 

Telegraph and The Guardian, for Greece Kathimerini and Eleytherotypia, for Spain: El 

Mundo and El País and for Germany Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung and Süddeutsche 

Zeitung. Die tageszeitung (Germany) is added for illustrative reasons. The analysis is not very 

sophisticated. It counts the articles that contain the phrase “European Social Forum” in the 

respective language, one month before the event, during the event and one month after. Apart 

from that only the central issues in the coverage and the general attitude vis-à-vis the ESF are 

identified. 

 

Florence 2002: novel event in the wake of violence 

Extensive media coverage about the anti-WTO protests in Seattle 1999 and the annual WSF 

(Beyeler & Kriesi 2005) paved the ground for broad attention to a European iteration of the 

social forum. Riots and police brutality in the context of protests against the G8 summit in 

Genoa in July 2001 added to the attentive attitude of the media towards the Florence ESF. As 

a novel event for the European context, the first ESF in Florence triggered broad media 

coverage (see figure 1). None of the analyzed newspapers ignores the event. However, the 

conservative outlets emitted an explicitly hostile tone. Many of them echoed the excitement of 
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the national government that evoked the worst. According to the Corriere della Sera, 

Florence prepared for the “no global risk” (6 October 2002). The day after the official start of 

the forum, the newspaper published an open letter to the citizens of Florence written by the 

resident journalist Oriana Fallaci:  

 

“Have dignity … express your indignation … close the shops … close the restaurants, 

the bars, the markets. Close the theatres, the cinemas, the pharmacies. Close everything, 

pull down portcullises, expose the cartel which the braves put in 1922 when Mussolini’s 

fascists made the march on Rome. Closed for mourning… and don’t send your children 

to school… impose yourself a sort of curfew, feel as you felt in 1944 when the Germans 

had blown up our bridges.” (Corriere della Sera, 7 November 2002) 

 

While conservative papers seem to agree with Fallaci – The Telegraph, for instance, quoted 

“the prominent Florentine author and journalist” with her view on the global justice activists 

as “people who respect Saddam Hussein, love Osama bin Laden, and bow before the military 

and theocratic regimes of Islam” (9 November 2002) – liberal newspapers took a different 

stance. For example, the German Süddeutsche Zeitung qualified Fallaci’s statements as 

“insults that are typical for her” (8 November 2002).  

A local organizer of the ESF involved in the press team remembers that he observed 

journalists to be under enormous pressure:  

 

During the days of the forum, several correspondents mentioned the pressure exerted by 

their directors and editorial staff to report negatively on the event. The correspondent of 

the most important Italian newspaper, Corriere della Sera, decided to quit his job after 

some of his articles reporting positively about the forum were censored by his director 

(Interview with Lorenzo Mosca).  

 

Rather than addressing the contents of the forum, the Florence ESF was presented as the 

sequel of the anti-G8 summit of Genoa and the forum participants as people who would 

vandalize the city. Reference to the European dimension of the forum was only made in some 

articles explaining the meeting as an iteration of the global forums. Articles in liberal outlets 

that emphasize the novelty of the format tend to be more positive about the event. 
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Figure 1: Coverage of the ESFs in twelve European newspapers (excluding die tageszeitung) 

 
 

Paris 2003: benevolent media in the homeland of Le Monde Diplomatique 

In Paris, interest of the media proved to be impressive even before the start of the event. Three 

to four hundred journalists attended a press conference prior to the ESF. Thanks to the strong 

interests of some left newspapers in the forum, media coverage was not only extensive, but 

also positive, especially in left-wing media. L’Humanité, Liberation and Le Monde outbid 

each other in publishing special issues, columns and announcements that encouraged the 

French to join the Forum (Lévêque 2005: 92). Some papers even published the programme for 

every day. Pictures show likeable young people evoking a positive image of the event.9 The 

hype in the papers of the left resulted in a pull for the media on the other end of the political 

spectre. According to Sandine Lévêque also many local newspapers featured the forum on 

their front pages thanks to Agence France Press that distributed a lot of wires. The extensive 

domestic coverage explains why the Paris ESF received the highest number of articles in 

twelve European newspapers (excluding die tageszeitung) compared to the three other ESFs 

(see Figure 1). In contrast to the coverage of the Florence ESF there are two obvious 

tendencies. Firstly, the gap between right and left papers for Paris shows the enormous 

interest of the latter to take up the event. Secondly, the interest of foreign media fell 

                                                 
9 Even the logo that was designed for the ESF to evoke a unifying effect for a polyphone event was 
used by the mass media in their reports about the forum. 
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significantly after the first ESF. Obviously, the ESF was not widely conceived as a European 

event that is of interest for the whole continent. However, among the most important issues 

mentioned by the French mass media were the expected effects of the forum on French and 

European politics. Especially the presence of established political players such as the Socialist 

Party was of interest to the media. Another issue was the integration of Muslims in Europe, 

triggered by the appearance of the Swiss orientalist Tariq Ramadan. Especially rightist papers 

tended to invoke the impression that an anti-Semite paper written by Ramadan was not 

rejected by the GJMs and Attac France in particular. Having this in mind, it takes no wonder 

that half of the 54 articles published in Le Figaro refer to the contested Muslim participant. 

The importance of the ESF as an arena of exchange for critical Europeans goes unnoticed.  

 

London 2004: a low-point in media attention, too 

With the exception of the ESF media partner The Guardian that announced the event as “the 

most important political gathering in Britain” (17 December 2003), the ESF in London 

attracted the least attention among the analysed newspapers. All articles on this event add to a 

total of 58, which is a quarter of the articles published on the ESF in Paris. The scarce 

resonance is also lamented by activists. Susan George writes in The Guardian: “not many 

Britons are aware that tens of thousands of thinkers and activists from across Europe and 

beyond gather this week in London for the third European Social Forum (ESF)” (15 October 

2004). Among the conservative papers in ESF host countries The Telegraph shows the least 

interest for the forum publishing only three articles containing the name of the event. The 

Telegraph denounces the ESF as a “world full of alarming contradictions” (17 October 2004) 

where capitalism is rejected and at the same time Che Guevara T-shirts are sold for ten 

pounds each. The Economist, a paper not represented in the quantitative analysis demeans the 

forum as “fringe politics” (28 October 2004). More generally, conservative papers all over 

Europe lost interest in the forum and state an “altermondialiste fatigue” (Le Figaro 22 October 

2004). The main issues in the London coverage are the war in Iraq, the ambivalence of 

Labour’s Mayor of London, Ken Livingstone, as a supporter and usurper of the event, and the 

participation of Che Guevara’s daughter Aleida in a panel discussion. Even if there is one 

article in The Guardian about the contested domination of the forum by the Greater London 

Authorities and national trade unions, this topic tends to be belittled in other articles of this 

paper.10 Again, Europe is not the frame for journalists to present the ESF.  

                                                 
10 Critics of the unions’ and the authorities’ dominance are compared to Margaret Thatcher, who 
understood the trade unions as the “enemy within” the country (The Guardian, 16 October 2004). 
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Athens 2006: surefire news value 

The subsequent forum in Athens attracted just as little attention as the meeting in London. 

This applies even to newspapers that were open-minded about the social forum idea. For 

example, The Guardian that had accompanied the forum in London with sympathy now refers 

to the “cuddly anarchists” (23 April 2006) who are seen as a minor threat on the part of the 

authorities after September 11, 2001. In Greece, the host country of the ESF, national 

attention was directed to the forum due to a mere coincidence. A major football match was 

postponed because the necessary police force was foreseen to protect Athens during the mass 

demonstration. Even though one might presume that the threat to a national sport might raise 

hot tempers, the ESF coverage was not affected in a negative way. The example of Athens 

shows that hopes of drawing media attention to the forum by organising a large final 

demonstration is highly ambiguous. The most positively perceived event in this respect was 

probably the peaceful demonstration in Florence that contrasted sharply with the fear-

mongering of the Italian government and the conservative media. The demonstration four 

years later in Athens, by contrast, was accompanied by clashes between anarchists and the 

police. As a surefire news value, the violence attracted most space in the media coverage for 

the entire ESF. In Germany, the majority of the newspapers reduced their coverage to this 

particular incident, while the forum as such was of secondary importance only.11 Protests 

involving or even marginally associated with violence can hardly expect media coverage that 

includes the basic facts, e.g. the most important claim or the group organising the event 

(Blickhan & Teune 2003, Gitlin 1980, Halloran et al 1970, Rucht & Teune 2008). As a 

colourful and spectacular event, particularly if associated with violence, a demonstration tends 

to trigger episodic forms of press coverage, focussing on the specific features of one single 

event. The forum event is admittedly less attractive to journalists, but as a rather discursive 

happening it favours thematic coverage reflecting processes and contexts (for the distinction 

of thematic and episodic coverage see: Iyengar 1991: 14). It is not hard to imagine that 

without the clashes that accompanied the demonstration the ESF in Athens would have 

undercut the media resonance of the precedent forum in London.  

 

Looking at the media coverage on the ESFs over time and comparing the newspaper reports 

from six countries, three trends are obvious: proximity and conflict are the key explanatory 

                                                 
11 The fact that violent clashes also occurred among competing protest groups was not portrayed. 
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factors for the amount of press coverage; the media interest in the event decreases over time; 

and liberal and conservative media differ widely in their coverage. 

The analysis has shown that the coverage in the respective ESF host country is more extensive 

than in other countries (particularly in France where the number of articles in the domestic 

press explodes). The centrality of the issue panders to reports in domestic media that include 

more than just the basic facts (as usual when the forum takes place in other countries). 

However, proximity to the ESF is not only a matter of geography. It is also related to the 

question how the event can be connected to ongoing debates that are perceived as important. 

Particularly in the first three forums, the attitude of the national and local government towards 

the event is a major issue for the press. Whereas the first forum was condemned by the 

national government in Italy but supported by the local authorities of Florence and Tuscany, 

the discussion around the Paris and London ESFs focused on the financial and logistic support 

by officials. The ESF is also taken as an opportunity to discuss domestic issues such as 

security (Italy), Muslim integration (Paris), the Iraq war (London) or the university asylum 

that forbids police on campuses (Athens). In the same vein, an ESF held in a foreign country 

becomes an issue as soon as domestic politics are affected. In France, for instance, the 

coverage of the ESF started even before the first meeting in Florence just because there was a 

prior discussion on having the first ESF in either Paris or Florence. In Spain, the ESF in 

Athens was attracting media attention as soon as Rafael Díez Usabiaga, a Basque trade 

unionist charged with supporting the illegal Batasuna party, was allowed to exit the country to 

attend the ESF. This issue is mentioned in four of five articles both in El Mundo and El País 

that refer to the ESF. In sum, most newspapers do not follow global justice activists in their 

scale shift to the European level. Rather they purport a domestication frame that points out 

those aspects of the forum that are considered important for a national discourse. 

The prevalence of the national context does not foreclose reference to Europe. El Pais labels 

the participants of the demonstration in Florence as “Europeans” (10 November 2002). While 

articles written by journalists who attach hopes to the ESF (e.g. “Rattling the Bars”, The 

Guardian, 18 November 2003) are almost exclusively published in liberal papers,12 also 

conservative papers do occasionally transport the message of constructing “a more democratic 

Europe” (El Mundo, 11 November 2003). However, the European frame that is connected to a 

thematic coverage vanishes as soon as the number of articles decreases. 

                                                 
12 Among the negligible articles portraying ESF participants as representatives of another Europe there 
are op-eds authored by externals (see “Construir Europa, hoy” by green activist and MEP Raül 
Romeva i Rueda in El Pais, 28 October 2004). 
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A great deal of the articles connected to the ESF focus on conflict, especially in Florence and 

Athens. While in Florence the shadow of Genoa and the hysteria of conservatives contributed 

to the making of the ESF event, the demonstration in Athens provoked well-known images 

that could not be linked to substantial claims. Also the controversy related to Tariq Ramadan 

in Paris became a focus at least for conservative media outlets. 

Beyond the national characteristics in the aspects being reported, the extent of press coverage 

has continuously decreased. In the evaluation of the London forum, a fleeting “newness” was 

identified as a reason for the sparse press resonance (Lee 2004: 12). Figure one shows that the 

trend is particularly significant if newspapers from the host country are excluded. Even the 

German tageszeitung, a newspaper that emerged from leftist German social movements in the 

1970s and still claims to share the concerns of movement activists, gradually lost interest in 

the ESF (see Figure 2). The fading interest in the ESF is not only apparent in the newspapers’ 

space devoted to the forum, but also in the positioning of their reports. While the first three 

forums made it to the front pages, the Athens forum appeared only in the section on 

“economy and environment”. This stands in stark contrast to the Florence ESF, which was 

reported on by various journalists and in different sections of the paper.  

 

Figure 2: Extent of press coverage in the German die tageszeitung 
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Another lesson of the coverage on ESF events is the high degree of independence of media 

dynamics from the offers that social movement activists make. The professionalization of 

media relations plays an amazingly subordinated role in reports about the ESFs. Quite 

contrary, London, the event that came closest to PR approaches of organizations, companies 

or governments had the lowest press resonance. A professional press officer, an exclusive 

media centre and a website that fulfilled journalists’ needs could not raise attention that was 

given in the preceding forums due to contextual factors. 

The view of liberal and conservative newspapers of the ESF is not diametrically opposed. 

However, liberal papers tend to devote more space to the forums. They also emphasize 

different aspects and exhibit more support for the movements. Regarding the first ESF in 

particular, liberal media applaud the congregation of critical activists. The sporadic euphoria 

in view of an “alternative citizenship” (El País, 15 November 2002) that is partly written in 

pamphlet-style, however, fades away with the London forum at the latest. At this point, the 

forum is just a “receptacle for do-gooders” (Süddeutsche Zeitung, 18 October 2004) even for 

liberal papers. However, the interest for the forum among conservative papers fades away 

faster than in their liberal counterparts. The percentage of conservative articles sinks from 

42.1 percent in Florence to 17.2 in London. In Athens, the interest of conservative papers rises 

slightly (to 24.6 percent) – just because of the violence at the demonstration.  

 

 

Conclusion 

Social forum activists are in a delicate position when they want to deliver their message to a 

larger public. Commercial and public mass media, one of their most important channels to 

raise public attention, are not very likely to be interested in the ESF as such. The attraction 

rises, however, if the event involves conflict, or if it can be related to debates relevant to the 

editorial staff. The analysis of thirteen Western European newspapers showed that the initial 

interest on behalf of journalists that was partly even accompanied by sympathy dwindled very 

early. The number of articles in foreign newspapers sunk from 96 in Florence to 22 in Athens. 

Five major outlets did not mention the “European Social Forum” in a single article during the 

last event under study. 

Firstly, it is obvious that many journalists do not conceive of the late ESFs as important 

events of pan-European interest. This supports a result of Pierre Lefébure and Eric 

Langneau’s analysis of labour-related protests in Europe. They hold that “it is not enough for 

social actors to identify themselves as ‘European’ […] for the media to define their actions as 
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such” (Lefébure & Langneau 2001: 203). Secondly, the fatigue on behalf of the mass media is 

met with a loss of enthusiasm among the ESF constituency and it is hard to define the 

interplay between both findings. Is the decline in mass participation and hope attached to the 

ESF a result of or an influencing factor for a dwindling and often times spiteful coverage? 

The press coverage of the ESFs provides evidence for the external factors that play a role for 

the extent of media resonance and the image of an event that emerges in the mass media. 

While issue attention cycles, domestic agendas and the behaviour of third parties shape the 

coverage to a great extent, the efforts of activists organizing such an event prove to play a 

minor role. It is their task to be sensitive to the right moment and possible cross-references 

that increase the pressure for journalists to cover their story. 
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