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1 CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

1.1 INGREDIENTS FOR THE STUDY

It was the summer of 2005 when | first encountered a Bulgarian torrent tracker. |
was visiting my parents in Bulgaria. A couple of months prior to my arrival in
Barcelona, my brother decided to give his computer to our mother - as he was
moving to the US. The computer was old and slow but my mother, as an
inexperienced user of technology, was nevertheless thrilled with the gift. In her
fifties and with a long career as a high school teacher, it was her first time owning
a computer. She had become a client of the local Internet provider and was eager
to learn. Her main motivation for using the Internet was so to keep in touch with
my brother and me, as we both lived outside Bulgaria. | remember talking to my
mother about the use of computers and the benefits of the Internet when |

discovered something new too — the existence of Bulgarian torrent trackers.

One day while | was showing her how to access her newly created email account,
and she was taking notes of the steps to follow, | asked whether she had learned
anything new since she got the computer. She replied how she could now play
video games, and download movies and music from a website. This revelation left
me speechless. She explained how my cousin had introduced her to a particular
website. Now all she had to do was visit the page of her Internet provider and

follow the links to download films, music, games etc.

I wondered how this was possible for a person who had barely used a computer or

the Internet, to already know how to use a torrent file and manage a downloading
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program? Because of my experience with peer-to-peer (P2P) networks, | thought
my Internet and downloading knowledge was more than sufficient. Still, however, |
was unfamiliar with torrents. These and other questions were running through my
head and what struck me especially was the fact that the Local Internet Provider

was offering such a service.

That summer, thanks to my mother - the technical novice - | had my first contact
with this phenomenon and the idea for the study was born. From this moment
onward, each time | returned to Bulgaria, | started collecting information about the
existence of additional websites and the possibilities for file sharing. My friends,
neighbors and relatives each had their own particular source — some were using
local P2P and others were using torrents. What | found really surprising was how

people considered this to be one of the most natural uses of the Internet.

| was living in Spain at the time and | found myself drawing comparisons between
both cultural and technological environments. As my interest grew, | paid more
attention to how this phenomenon was developing in Spain. | discovered that the
Spanish context was completely different from the Bulgarian one. My curiosity to
understand more about the technological situation in Bulgaria was increasing. For
someone like me - a product of both Eastern and Western European frames of
mind, these perceived differences in how technology is used raised a lot of
guestions: What was causing this phenomenon in Bulgaria? Why did | not see it in
Spain? How was it possible to observe this happening, considering the difficult
economic climate of my native country where almost half of the population is at

risk of poverty or social exclusion (Eurostat, 2013)?
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Naturally, these questions lead me to think about my place in all this and how |
could approach the issue in order to be better understood? On one hand, | was
influenced but at the same time bothered by the persistent tendency among both
scholars and policy-makers like the European union to name one, to assume that
models of adoption, institutionalization and emerging uses in technologically
developed societies are paradigmatic and will be reproduced sooner or later, in the
rest of the world. In unison with this are statements like Barlow's (1995), one of
the founders of the Electronic Frontier Foundation, opined that in a few years "

...every human on the planet would have an e-mail address... " (para.11).

Such utopian rhetoric about the power of "new technologies” and the "Internet"
continue to be strongly voiced around the world. This discourse is especially
notable in Eastern Europe whose postsocialist® present is defined by the urge to
"catch up" with the "developed world", educationally, economically and culturally
(Bakardjieva, 2005; VolCi¢ & Erjavec, 2008). In the transition from socialist to
capitalist economic organization verities about market, technology and democracy
were imposed upon former socialist spaces and specific relations of work,
property, kinship, and other organizational forms have been largely ignored (Chari,
2009; Verdery, 2002). These imported verities, including Internet technologies
have been literally and metaphorically reconstructed by the local people according
to their pre-existing culture, which is often interpreted from the "outsiders™ point of
view" as failure to adapt. In line with this, Eastern Europe is often treated simply
as the Mecca for piracy and cybercrime (e.g. Cosovanu, 2006; Kshetri; 2013 Saez,

2004) in his status of "periphery" and addressed as a plague that needs medicine

1 The term here is used simply as temporal designation
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as Bakardjieva (2005) notices. If | followed this discourse | would miss a significant
part of the social processes through which Internet technologies made their way in

Bulgaria.

On the other hand, the Internet has never been a separated world from Society
despite the fact that at some point of its history was treated as such? and now, the
time for researching and analyzing generic Internet "impacts" on a uniform "
society" is over. The realization that the impact of new technologies depends
crucially on their local context has generated interest in disaggregating the
populations of users and the circumstances in order to produce more adequate

explanations of the interaction between the Internet and society?.

This new research agenda is focused on the need for sustained research oriented
to specific contexts and developed on the basis of social, economic and political
forces that give shape to the Internet technologies, practices and institutions in

different geographical and cultural environments.

| decided to approach the phenomenon of file sharing in Bulgaria from an
ethnographic perspective that is historically grounded (i.e. placing the
phenomenon in the context of the local technological development of that country).

Describing a similar project focused on Trinidad, Miller and Slater write:

Why should we do ethnography of the Internet in Trinidad, or of Trinidad on the
Internet? Because — contrary to the first generation of Internet literature — the

Internet is not a monolithic or placeless “cyberspace”; rather it is numerous new

2 See Hand and Sandywell (2002)
3 See Woolgar (2002)
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technologies used by diverse people in diverse real-world locations. Hence,
there is everything to be gained by an ethnographic approach, by investigating
how Internet technologies are being understood and assimilated somewhere in

particular. (Miller & Slater, 2000, p.1)

1.2 RESEARCH AIM AND QUESTIONS

The empirical research literature on file sharing in different disciplines to date has

primarily focused on three aspects:

e Legal — related to the implications of copyright protection of downloaded

material (e.g. Cesarini & Cesarini, 2008; Eivazi, 2012; Filby, 2013; Mansell &

Steinmueller, 2013),

e Commercial — related to the economic impact of downloading (e.g.
Andersen & Frenz, 2010; Asghari, van Eeten & Mueller, 2012; Fung & Lakhani,
2013; Giese, 2004), and

e Cultural — situating the phenomena as a component of cyberculture (e.qg.
Baym, 2011; Beekhuyzen, von Hellens & Nielsen 2011; Cenite, Wang, Peiwen &
Chan, 2009; Condry, 2004; Haigh, 2009; Lessig, 2008; Newman, 2012; Steinmetz

& Tunnell, 2013).

This dissertation is situated in the cultural classification, exploring the way that
consumer’s file sharing activities are part of everyday life. By taking a cultural
perspective inherent in doing ethnography, it is possible to provide rich insights

into a context not often visible to those outside of the file sharing subculture.
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This research aims to provide an understanding about file sharing activities while
considering the local context of a specific country. In doing so, it is possible to find
out more about the characteristics of the phenomenon and the motivations of

those who are part of it.
To fulfill this research aim, the following questions are formulated:

e What are the distinctive features of the file sharing practice in the Bulgarian
cultural context?

e What are the incentives for being part of this practice in Bulgaria?

e How could the file sharing practice in Bulgaria be understood considering

the local context in which it occurs?

The nature of the central questions is explorative and the related research
objectives are descriptive and interpretative. Description refers to “making
complicated things understandable by reducing them to their component parts”
(Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 90). Interpretation is directed toward what certain

phenomena or practices mean to the actors involved.

1.3 SCOPE AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE DISSERTATION

If we take a look at the research body generated over the years on social and
cultural aspects of the Internet, it is inevitable to notice that this was carried out
mainly in Western Europe, North America and some parts of Asia. That comes as
no surprise taking into account that technologies and Internet use have already

been established in these regions for years now.
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Often contexts associated with underdevelopment or considered “periphery"
(Bakardjieva, 2005; Fernandez, 1999; Haigh, 2009; Lockland, 1996; Pearce, 2011)
remain outside the scientific interest. This research aims to contribute a better
understanding of Internet adoption and appropriation, the ways in which people
use information technologies, despite the economic and infrastructural difficulties

in contexts like Bulgaria.

1.4 OUTLINE OF THE DISSERTATION

The thesis is organized as follows: In Chapter 2 | will present the technological
conditions from historical perspective necessary to contextualize the reader. In
Chapter 3 | will identify necessary concepts to engage with the research topic. In
Chapter 4 | will detail the method applied. Chapters 5 through 7 revolve around the
ethnographic material of the study. Here the data gathered in the study is used to
answer the research questions. In Chapter 5 | will expand the topic, presenting the
main hubs in the network constructed during the fieldwork. Insights from interviews
and observations are used to construct the ethnographic tale of the parts (rather
than the whole). In this chapter a close look of the torrent tracker Zamunda.net is
also presented as a point of intersection for the file sharing practice in the country.
Chapter 6 presents the main incentives for participating in the file sharing practice,
result of the interviews with key informants. Chapter seven | assume as a personal
essay, in which based on my lecture and experience | encounter the last research

guestion. Lastly, in Chapter 8 | make some final remarks.
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2 CHAPTER TWO: SOME NECESSARY
BACKGROUND NOTES

This chapter is intended to give a bold outline of the technological conditions in
Bulgaria from a historical perspective. It is necessary in order to contextualize the
reader unfamiliar with the local climate of the country for better understanding of

the current situation.

It contributes overall to the study of the phenomenon by placing it in a particular
context. The role of the Communist regime in the computerization of the country,
the transition to a market based economy and the current economic situation are
discussed. Finally some quantitative “hard” demographic data about Internet

penetration and access are also taken into consideration.

2.1 PATIENT ZERO

The first Bulgarian viruses were seen in the West in 1989. Over time they became
more sophisticated and virulent, progressing in about a year from the relatively
harmless Old Yankee® to the more destructive Eddie® and then to the
Nomenklatura® , which was deadly. While few of the viruses had been seen "alive"
— i.e. infecting computers, the reports received from Bulgaria suggested that in the

country two new viruses were discovered every week (Mungo & Clough, 1992).

How was that possible for an insignificantly small country as Bulgaria? In 1997,

Bennahum asked the same question: "A small destitute nation on the fringes of

4 |t first appeared in 1989 and although there were different versions of the bug they all were limited to cause the computer to interpret the Old Yankee folk song

5 This virus attached itself to executable files

6 Virus corrupting hard drive data by changing the FAT (File Allocation Table). It was the virus that attacked the library of the House of Commons in 1990 at the
Westminster Palace
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Southern Europe, a nation that, a generation earlier, had been largely agricultural -
how was it possible that this land produced such fecund viruses?" (p. 2). Perhaps
East Germany, Czech Republic, Hungary or even Russia - industrialized countries
with traditions of producing world class mathematicians and scientists - were the
most likely candidates; however, compared to Bulgaria, these countries were

insignificant sources. The confusion was understandable.

In the 1980’s Bulgaria invested in a series of Five Year Plans approved by
Politburo’, creating the centrally planned communist industry for home computers.
In this sense Todor Zhivkov® has survived the great Eastern European communist
dictators largely due to some aspects of his legacy that the Bulgarians still admire,
specifically his desire to create a modern nation. His idea was to turn the country
into a high-tech power with computers driving the economy and so the industry

was concentrated in manufacturing hardware to compete with the West.

Zhivkov was the one who among the communist dictators from the Eastern Bloc®
won a special place for his country as a provider of high technology to the
countries of COMECON?™ (currently nonexistent), trading computers for cheap
raw materials from the Soviet Union and essential imports from the other
communist countries. In its heyday Bulgaria supplied 40% of all computers within
the Eastern Bloc. The electronic industry employed 300,000 employees and
generated 8 billion rubles per year (about $ 13.3 billion) (Bennahum, 1997,

http://www.pravetz.info/).

7 The executive committee of the Bulgarian Communist Party
8 Bulgarian communist dictator from 1971 until 1989
9 Term used by the Western democracies to refer to communist states from Central and Eastern Europe

10 Eastern Europe’s Council for Mutual Economic Assistance
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In the strange ecology of the communist industry where companies competed for
government grants and licenses to control market segments, competition existed
along with a rare form of entrepreneurism. A small company seeking funding in
the Five Year Plan, decided to get involved in the microcomputer business.
Pravetz Company, named after the small town where Todor Zhivkov was born,
received the support of the Ministry of Education, which agreed to buy thousands

of these computers and put them in schools.

Thus, the Bulgarian computer hardware industry was born, specializing in
providing large numbers of PCs for educational purposes. The assembly lines
created tens of thousands of these microcomputers beginning in 1982. The
machines were simple, poorly manufactured clones which used the same

operating systems and computer language of the genuine IBM and Apple.

The mass production of computers fueled the need for thousands of skilled
scientists and engineers. Researchers were trained to take the system apart,
discover its internal design and reproduce them. Bulgaria had the human
potential, but the many young and well-prepared electronic engineers lacked the

software needed to make significant progress.

While factories were busy producing personal computers, the most fundamental
requirement - the programs so the machines can work - had to be hacked. Thus,
the Bulgarians began copying Western programs, breaking all copy protection
schemes that showed in their path and became increasingly skilled in the task of
hacking, in the classic sense of the word. In their effort to keep running their poorly

manufactured computers, they became skilled computer technicians.
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At the same time, these machines starting with the Model Pravetz 82 reached
schools throughout Bulgaria and the Eastern Bloc. Thus, new computers began to
appear in state organizations, schools, universities, and clubs for computer
enthusiasts, and informatics was a commonly studied subject in school. This
helped foster a certain attitude towards computers among the youngest

generation.

As Bulgarian students had access to more computers than their peers in other
Eastern Bloc countries, they did what young people do when they encounter
machines for the first time- play, explore, program. They were busy creating a

digital culture in their own way, celebrating the fruits of Marxism- Leninism.

A good example of that digital culture of the Bulgarian communist youth is the
development of computer viruses in the 1980s and the early 90s. The first
Bulgarian virus Vacsina?, written by the 27-year-old engineer Teodor Prevalsky,
saw the world as a result of an intellectual hobby and a challenge regarding an
article about viruses, published in the magazine Komputer za vas®® (Clough &
Mungo, 1992). Prevalsky developed both virus and antivirus software and his toy
was the first Eastern European virus that jumped the Iron Curtain into the West,
although it was never the intention of the author. Along with him there were many
other engineers who developed viruses but Dark Avenger is undoubtedly the

author of the most destructive and ingenious Bulgarian virus of them all.

In 1988, with a computer-phone connection, Todor Todorov opened the first virus

exchange Bulletin Board System (BBS) in the world (Belogusheva & Toms, 2000;

11 Vaccine in Bulgarian
12 Computer for you in Bulgarian
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Clough & Mungo, 1992) and the circulation began. Both antivirus and resources
for active viruses and codes were uploaded and downloaded at the BBS. Called
"Virus Exchange BBS" it was described as a place for free virus exchange, where
everything was permitted. The membership fee was to upload a new virus to the
collection and the easiest way was to do one. Once your virus was uploaded,
access to download other viruses was open. The BBS allowed the use of
nicknames and online conferences about how to create a virus were very
common. The bulletin board was used not only for circulation of live viruses but
also for circulation of virus source code and thus, giving hackers the possibility to
learn and exchange knowledge with others in the development of viruses. Dark
Avenger was one of its members and it was on this BBS where Sarah Gordon

conducted the only documented interview with him.*3

Nobody knows the exact number of viruses produced in Bulgaria but there is
evidence of the free existence of one hundred and sixty Bulgarian viruses and
about 10% of all infections in the United States came from Bulgaria, most
commonly by Dark Avenger (Bennahum, 1997). Anecdotal stories of companies
losing millions of dollars in sales and production due to virus attacks became
commonplace. It became quite common in the United States to come across
newspaper headlines such as "Bulgarians Linked to Computer Virus" (Sudetic,

1990).

Dark Avenger and a few more viruses - Michelangelo, Jerusalem, Pakistani Brain,

and Frodo - changed the way people experienced computers. These plagues

13 See at http://vx.netlux.org/lib/static/vdat/ivdarkav.htm
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prompted a new lucrative industry - the antivirus business, and left users with the
palpable fear that every file, no matter how harmless, could contain an infection.
Although the Bulgarian virus phenomenon disappeared a while ago, Bulgaria
continues to be seen as some kind of cybernetic bogeyman and the birthplace of

the computer virus (Bennahum, 1997; Clough & Mungo, 1992).

2.2 "TRANSITOLOGY"

Major changes were observed in Bulgaria after 1990s when socialism dramatically

collapsed. These changes rippled not only through Bulgaria, but all over the
Eastern Bloc. The end of the socialist era was not only epistemic, but also a social
and economic crisis. The "transition”, as it is known in the popular language in
Bulgaria, refers to the switch from non-capitalist to capitalist economic
organization and comes with the promise for freedom, democracy and economic

wealth.

If the socialist era was characterized by the intent of the communist parties to
separate themselves from "western imperialism" and build socialist states on that
premise, the transition is defined by the urge to "catch up" with the West and the
impose of neoliberal understandings of transition, market and democracy upon the

former socialist states (Chari & Verdery, 2009; Verdery, 2002).

New communication technologies were widely believed to be "magical” in the
process of "democratization” of the society. They were seen as tools central to
"progress”, required to become part of the global world economy. Ironically, this
newly imported political rhetoric concerning technology is very similar to the

socialist one as associated with progress and changes in society. The main
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difference remains in the values. Socialist rhetoric is socio-economic equality for
all and capitalism seems to revolve around democracy and free market values. As
advocates of the technophilic view argue (Gates, 1995; Nergroponte, 1996),
technology is intertwined with the promises associated with democratization,
freedom, capitalism and, generally, with an economically strong nation-state.
Today, the content of this language of democratization (and technological
development) is a highly ideological one that justifies free-market liberal
democratic models for the states of Eastern Europe (Boyd,1999; Mohammadi,

2002; Preoteasa, 2002).

Since 1989, Bulgaria embraced the neoliberal "revolution” in order to form a new
socio-economic system with the hope to reach the promised rewards of a
democratic and wealthy free-market society. This new system is characterized by
a quasi market economy focused mainly on the consumption of decreasing
resources and incapable of securing the material and cultural reproduction of
Bulgarian people, demolition of the state and its reduction to a bureaucratic
superstructure of civil servants in the fields of finance, justice and education, and
vast privatization of the state property which have been criticized by EU to be slow
and not extended enough. Today, over 90% of the bank capital and the remaining

Bulgarian industry is in foreign hands *.

Thus, the development of the free-market model instead of independency and
economic growth, resulted in dependency from neoliberal polices dictated by

foreign capital and international organizations such as the World Bank and the

14 See Minev, (2005)
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European Union. Today, 48% of Bulgaria's citizens are living on the edge of
poverty and the country is now officially considered (Eurostat, 2013) the poorest
in the EU. What Ali argues (2000) for Eastern Europe in general, is valid for
Bulgaria in particular too, and that is that its historical status of "periphery” of

Western "Europe" has been relegated with the capitalist "colonization".

2.3 E-ACCESS

In this complex climate, the Internet adoption is characterized by the transitional

state of the industrial infrastructure which inherited from the socialist state a
respectable penetration rate, but a low technological capacity of the

telecommunications network.

For example, in 2004 the National Statistical Institute of Bulgaria surveyed the
impact of Internet technologies in Bulgarian society and determined that only 15%
of households owned personal computers with approximately 10% having Internet
access, compared with data from Eurostat showing an average of 42% of
households with home Internet access in European Union countries. Most
households in Bulgaria were connected via modem, followed by a broadband
connection of different types - cable, ADSL or LAN. Important factors for
connectivity were education and age. The percentage of university students using
the Internet every day was higher than in other categories (3.8%), along with high

school students on second position with 3.0%.

In her qualitative study conducted the same year, Bakardjieva (2005/2006) found
that the primary users of home-based Internet were people between 20 - 40 years

of age and professionals with university degrees. The study showed that the
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incomes of respondents were double the average national household income.
Most of them said their first encounter with the Internet had been at work. Their
motivation to transfer the connection to their houses, had been the desire to
continue working while having more flexible communication and access to
information, related to personal needs. Additionally, respondents needed to use
several languages in their online activities, owing to poor presentation of the
Bulgarian language in the virtual world. An interesting detail emerged from the
interviews conducted by Bakardjieva: the mention of Russian as a language used
on the Internet. To summarize, the Internet penetration was restricted to certain
social groups such as professionals, entrepreneurs, bilingual young people,
relatives of immigrants and a few others. The author suggested that the gradual
increase of language skills among the population, especially the younger
generations, and the intensive development of content in Bulgarian language,

could be the key factors for long-term increase in Internet usage.

Two years later, the annual survey E-Bulgaria Report (ARC Fund, 2006) found key
new group of users in households - children. The availability of computers at home
was growing, replacing the workplace as the most popular place to have Internet
access. Lower prices for Internet access coupled with growing content diversity
and services have been cited as key factors for growth. It was also noticed the
tendency of homogenization between different regions in Bulgaria and the growth
in connectivity and affordability advancing the actual penetration of technologies in
society. The leading providers of Internet access remained the same - cable

televisions with 40% and LAN providers with approximately 30%.
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Going forward in time, data from the National Statistical Institute of Bulgaria for
2009 shows a somewhat different picture. The penetration of information and
communication technologies has increased dramatically in the recent years and
study results confirm that Internet service has become increasingly popular and
used by more and more households in the country. There is a significant growth of

4.3% over the previous year in Internet access from home.

The share of individuals using Internet regularly is 39.7% in 2009 and the average
rate of growth for the period 2004-09 is 6.5 points. If 41, 5% of Internet users
surfed from home in the last three months in 2004, this part in 2009 is 89.0%. The
most active group among the population using the Internet regularly in 2009 is
between 16 and 24 years old and the proportion of individuals in this group who
spent time on the Internet had increased by 41.7% over the past 5 years, reaching
75.1 % in 2009. Alpha Research (2009) shows almost identical data to the NSI
with  39.2% of users having Internet access and 80, 5% of them having access

from home.

In terms of quality of the broadband, Bulgaria, along with Lithuania and Latvia, in
2009 are positioned behind Sweden due to recent extension and improvement of
the fiber optic cables. However the country still lags behind in the category of
Internet penetration according to a study by the Said Business School Oxford
University and Department of Applied Economics at Oviedo University. Similarly,
Bulgaria is in a group of nine countries from the 66 studied that support the
needed broadband quality for emerging web applications such as HDTV and high-

guality video communications forecast to be dominant in the next 3-5 years. By

Maya Georgieva Ninova 2015 P age |22



A CONNECTIVE ETHNOGRAPHY OF A FILE SHARING PRACTICE: THE BULGARIAN CASE

comparison, in 2008 only Japan met these criteria for high capacity broadband
quality. Among the cities covered in the study, Sofia, the country's capital is
mentioned as one of the places with the highest quality broadband. In 2013,
amongst EU countries, Bulgaria was ranked ninth and sixth in download and
upload speed (using Speedtest.net). Among EU countries ranked by quality of the

broadband in 2013, Bulgaria is in second position after Lithuania.

In the last 10 years, Internet penetration has grown significantly from 10 % access
from home in 2004 to 53% in 2013 (NSI, 2013) but Bulgaria is still at the bottom of
the EU ranking along with Romania and Greece (Digital Agenda, 2013) in terms of
penetration. The reason for the equipment of Bulgarian households with Internet
are LAN providers (discussed in Chapter V) which are still leaders in 2013 with
93% and high quality of the broadband connection, which situates the country up

in the list of quality connection.

2.4 THE BULGARIAN “PIRATE BAY”

While governments in Bulgaria merely spoke about economy and investments
after 1989, areas such as culture and education remained in second place for a

long time.

According to Aleksiev (2003) the piracy phenomenon has its foundation in
countries that possess three specific characteristics: (a) weak and inadequate
copyright laws or slow judicial system, (b) an increasing need for computers and

Internet technology, and (c) low income of the population.
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Bulgaria, has all three: an EU - compatible legislation but corrupt judicial system,
computers swiftly pervading homes and businesses and an average monthly

income per person of around 250 euros in 2013.

There is a widespread attitude in Bulgarian culture holding that Western
intellectual property and copyright laws do not apply to "us" - who make much
less money and cannot afford to pay the prices of intellectual products. To take
that logic a bit further, are the people of this nation to wait until their standard of
living and disposable income come into line with Western standards so they can
afford software, movies, games, music, etc? Nobody seems prepared to suggest
that alternative. Thus, piracy has emerged as a reasonable solution to that

dilemma and the Bulgarian user goes for it without any moral remorse.

In the 1990's, Bulgaria was the second largest exporter of software, music and
movie-piracy - second only to China, a country with a population many times
larger. Also, 90% of the music and business software in 1998 in Bulgaria had been
used illegally. At that time it was easy to buy anything pirated at very low prices
and in broad daylight. Likewise, video rental stores proliferated while none of the

movies offered were original.

Citizens were taking their lives in their hands, while international agencies were
threating the government with fines and inclusion on the U.S. Special 301 Priority
Foreign Country Watch List. As a result of these actions, Bulgarian authorities

galvanized themselves to fight piracy. They confiscated material from Slaveikov
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book market™ in Sofia, where one could find almost everything, and other stores in
the area. Despite the crack down, those that were penalized received very low

fines (Aleksiev, 2003).

In the period between 1998 and 2003, there was a decrease in the practice of
pirating. Many of the video rental stores offering pirated content closed down and
those who chose to continue in the video rental business were forced to provide

legally acquired material.

Today it is still easy to find illegal material at the Sofia book market, although there
are fewer customers than before, as new player has appeared on the scene i.e.
the Internet. Despite law attempts to fight the crime in public spaces, the situation
at home is different, as home users in Bulgaria are not yet threatened by legal

sanctions on copyright infringement.

15 The most famous book market in Bulgaria situated in the very center of Sofia
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3 CHAPTER THREE: SOME USEFUL
CONCEPTS AT HAND

To address the phenomenon of file sharing in Bulgaria, | consider it necessary to
take into account several concepts that are presented in this chapter as a

background overview.

These concepts are interrelated and although they are handled quite separately in
literature, they have a common thread — the Internet user, who enables their very
existence. By Internet User | mean an “ordinary man” (de Certeau, 1984) who is
not a professional (engineer, programmer, designer, etc.) or decision-maker, or
involved in the industrial, commercial or service sectors developing computer-

networking technology.

Firstly, this chapter addresses the phenomenon of file sharing and its alleged
impact on the industry. The chapter continues with presenting the piracy debate in
research literature. Motivations for file sharing and similarities with hacker's
ideology are also discussed. A historical review of the online community debate is
presented and connections are made to file sharing community. Finally, the user

agency and its relevance for the file sharing phenomenon is introduced.

3.1 THE PHENOMENON OF FILE SHARING

In order to share content, a copy is made. The widespread access to Internet
technology enables sharing to be easier than ever before and most people
acknowledge that they have at some point either taped music from the radio or

movie from the cinema, made a mixed CD for a friend, or shared a friend’s playlist
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on their iPod. So has technology just caught up with something that we have
always done and always wanted to do by allowing us to do it quicker and easier
than ever before? Sharing our work and sharing the work of others through
technology, such as the Internet is unprecedented in human history and is

becoming more and more widely preferred way of circulating culture.

File sharing, often referred as piracy, has been a much-discussed topic in
contemporary society (Andersen& Frenz, 2007; Johnson, Mcguire & Willey, 2009)
basically because it is questioning notions of intellectual property and control over

the cultural flow.

The music/movie/software industry is the term used to refer to individuals and
organizations involved in creating, recording and distributing authorized
music/movies/software. Often they are considered the “mainstream” in relation to
those deviant from the mainstream (e.g. file sharing). The industry dictates when,
where and how you will access the “knowledge”. Two decades ago these relations
changed with Napster'® which provided consumers more choices in accessing
music at their convenience and according to the price they were willing to pay
(Poblocki, 2001). Although the website was closed as an unauthorized file sharing
service, the increasing download speed and invention of BitTorrent allowed file
sharing to expand to other sectors and Napster's progeny lives as do new habits

developed by Internet users.

The new more bottom-up model of circulation (Hirsch & Gruber, 2013) altered the

“"traditional ways" of industry that existed for a number of decades, establishing the

16 Napster is the name of the pioneer in the P2P file sharing service for audio files in MP3 format. It was founded in 1999 and operated until 2001.
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rules of distribution, access and use of cultural artifacts. These changes have
resulted in many of the traditional players being removed, a process called
"disintermediation”. File sharing activities are also a serious challenge to power

relations and hierarchy through unseen forms of participation (Vandresen, 2012).

Intellectual property rights, which are the application of legal rights previously
associated with physical property, with property "of the mind", were developed by
and for the industry and are widely referred to as copyright. With the Internet on
the scene, the frightened industry lobbied for more and more restrictive copyright
terms which are often viewed as an inadequate application of the law in the
Internet space (Cammaerts & Meng, 2011; Sag, 2006). It is suggested that new

ways to manage creative rights online are needed (Howard-Spink, 2005).

As a critique to the property and restrictive copyright laws, the free culture
movement'’ rises to promote the freedom to distribute and modify creative work in
the form of free content available on the Web. The idea of the transition from
copyright called within the movement “permission culture” to a “free culture” is
discussed by Lessig (2004) and Brown (2008), among others. In a "permission
culture" innovators must request "permission” from past creator in order to build or

modify.

A free culture would not mean that cultural products cost nothing, but rather
cultural producers and consumers could make use of the Web’s millions of texts
without having to worry about being sued (Brown, 2008). Sensitized into a few

basic principles, free culture means:

17 The term stands for many other movements as hacker computing, copyleft movement and access to knowledge movement
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1. Artists can use each others™ work without asking permission.

2. People can receive and transmit art by whatever physical means are
available to them.

3. The distinction between audience and artist is fluid, and should remain so
because culture is participatory. Free culture means anyone can engage
with art and other works of the mind, however they want, without hiring a
lawyer first.

4. Artists are paid for what they do, not for what other people do. Artists
should be paid up front for the work they do. But charging again for music
every time a copy is exchanged, for example, is silly. The musicians didn't
do extra work to make more copies, and the copies are transactions
between third parties. In the long run, making it harder to share art hurts
artists as much as audiences.

5. Monopolies hurt everyone except the monopolist. Permission cultures tend
to concentrate control in the hands of people who specialize in

accumulating control, without doing much to help artists.

Free culture is not about "giving away products” but keeping culture open and
creativity flowing. File sharing in some form, could be referred to as "free culture”,

although currently it is called an act of "piracy" and a threat.

Peer-to-peer file sharing technology is a big advance technologically speaking but

the debate around it was only concerning its copyright infringing uses because of

Maya Georgieva Ninova 2015 P age |29



A CONNECTIVE ETHNOGRAPHY OF A FILE SHARING PRACTICE: THE BULGARIAN CASE

the economic harms claimed by the industry, while ignoring its social and

economic benefits.

Thus, "piracy" as defined by Yar (2005) refers to an infringement of copyright
manifested through the unauthorized copying and distribution (often for
commercial gain) of copyrighted content; an act deemed malicious to the creators
of the content. However, there is little evidence that those who participate in file
sharing do so for a commercial gain and in this dissertation, the term “file sharing”

is used to refer to sharing and copying files for strictly personal use.

On the other hand, Lessig (2004) argues that piracy, though used as a pejorative
when describing file sharing networks, is the basis of all creative work: "If 'piracy’
means using the creative property of others without their permission . . . then the
history of the content industry is a history of piracy. Every important sector of 'big
media' today—film, records, radio, and cable TV—-was born of a kind of piracy so

defined.” (p. 53).

There is little agreement in that debate and the "war against piracy" is still ongoing

because of the difficulty in regulating creative property.

Copyright infringement was previously a civil legal matter, but it has now become a
criminal act in many jurisdictions, even when it is strictly for personal use.
However, the fight against file sharing, which in the majority of instances is the
unauthorized downloading and file sharing of music/movies/software, is
fundamentally a fight against the infrastructure of the Internet. The Internet was
originally designed as part of the United States Government’s Defense Advanced

Research Projects Agency (DARPA) as a way to share files without reliance on
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one centralized computer. The result could be considered a “copying machine
without master”. Tim Berners-Lee makes it clear that his original design of the
World Wide Web did not account for commerce or security of any kind (Berners-
Lee, Fishchetti & Foreword By-Dertouzos, 2000). Therefore, it is important to note
that the act of sharing digital artifacts and other cultural works uses the Internet
and the World Wide Web as they were originally and precisely intended to be

used.

The industry, however, is fighting the very cooperative origin of the Internet
blaming file sharing for the decrease if not in present, in future sales. There are
results reported in the literature that indicate access to file sharing networks may
reduce the probability of legal purchases by up to 30% (Zentner, 2006). The
symposium on Piracy and File Sharing (2006) published in the Journal of Law and
Economics presented a number of articles that supported this perspective. In a
survey of US college students by Rob and Waldfogel (2004), they argue that

downloading reduces purchases.

Later, IFPI (2009) claims that the music sector is still overshadowed by the huge
amount of unlicensed music distributed online. On collating separate studies in 16
countries over a three-year period, IFPI estimates that over 40 billion files were
illegally file shared in 2008, giving a piracy rate of around 95 per cent (2009).
However there is little agreement about the accuracy of such piracy statistics put

forth by the industry.

In line with such discourse, often arguments that external factors may have

contributed also to the decline as downturn in the global economy, changing
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tastes, more competition from new media including the Internet, DVDs and video
games, as well as a general decline in the quality, variety and value for money
(Cammaerts & Meng, 2011; Sag, 2006) are believed to have little or no support for

such claims (Liebowitz, 2006).

However, this discourse needs to be balanced by other empirical studies which
have found that consumers are willing to pay if they are offered something of value
that they cannot get for free (Dufft, 2005; Nettamo, Nirhamo & Hakkila 2006).
Theoretical and empirical studies indicate that consumers want interoperability

(Heileman & Jamkhedkar, 2005) and value for money (Fetscherin, 2005).

There are substantial research projects reporting that sales actually increase as a
result of sampling (try before you buy), and that the money “lost” through
substitution would never have existed (those who file share would not have
purchased anyway) (Oberholzer-Gee & Strumpf, 2007). This conceptualization of
the impact of file sharing on the industry is characterized as “sampling” and
“substitution” (Andersen & Frenz, 2007; Gran & Molde, 2009; Quiring, von Walter

& Atterer, 2008; Steinmetz &Tunnell, 2013).

A study of Danaher, Dhanasobhon, Smith and Telang (2010) uses the removal of
NBC content from Apple ITunes store to document both piracy and DVD sales for
NBC content respectively at mininova.org™® and Amazon.com. They found out that
removal of the NBC's content is casually associated with 11 % increase in the

demand for NBC's pirate content, but at the same time no change in the demand

18 torrent tracker
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on Amazon.com is noticed. They also discovered decrease in piracy for the same

content when it was restored on iTunes.

The results of the large scale US-based Pew Internet Project survey reported that
36 million Americans, or 27% of Internet users are downloading music or video
files over the Internet; and they found that sharing music is not uncommon (Pew

Research Institute, 2005).

Yang, Zhou, Qin and Koong (2013) studied the software piracy for a period of 10
years (2003 -2010) and found out a mere 6% increase in the global piracy rate and
actual decrease in three regions - Central and Eastern Europe, Western Europe,

and North America.

These were some examples of pros and cons arguments in the existing debate
about file sharing/piracy and in no case was intended as an exhaustive list of
statistics. It serves also as a demonstration of the effort of many researchers to
measure, but also to predict user behavior online using diverse set of methods.
Lessig (2004) among other authors, believes that the exact impact of file sharing is
difficult to ascertain, he argues it is “certainly much more difficult than the current

rhetoric around the issue suggests” (p.53).

In order to discern what is “the real effect of P2P”, Swedish professor and expert in
the field of online music studies, Roger Wallis and fellow researcher George Klimis

(Klimis & Wallis, 2009) give a list of issues for consideration:

1. There is a considerable evidence of growth in concert revenues as the

result of Internet activity. Based on his review of concerts performed,
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Krueger (2005) states that from 1996 to 2003, the average concert price
increased by 82%, while the Consumer Price Index (CPI) increased by
17%.

2. Consumer trends become apparent within the P2P environment. This
environment brings new opportunities to measure consumer behavior, and
to bring them together via social networking.

3. Delay in established industry providing legal online variants has
encouraged growth of P2P. Not being able to access desired content from a
“long tail" catalogue — access to unlimited content (Anderson, 2006) can
encourage file sharing to find the desired material. Discussed in terms of
Scarcity in Chapter Six.

4. New business models developing outside major media firms. MySpace is
one of the most successful examples of this, which Rupert Murdoch bought
for USD$580 million in 2005. Such social media sites have been
responsible for highly successful artists, such as Lily Allen (Sawyer, 2006)
and the Arctic Monkeys (Mellins, 2008).

5. Bargaining power shifts vertically. Technology can empower the artist,
enabling them to communicate and distribute directly to their fans
(disintermediation).

6. The shift in consumers’ behavior to more anonymous networks/darknets,
and a shift in consumer ethics resulting in downloading music for free.
Darknets are the term used to refer to a “collection of networks and
technologies used to share digital content” — essentially file sharing (Biddle,

England, Peinado & Willman, 2002).
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3.1.2 MOTIVATIONS FOR FILE SHARING

Since the activity of online file sharing is extending across the world, including
many different countries and contexts, is the file sharing to be approached as a
global phenomenon — as sometimes stated in the public debate? | argue that the
answer to this question is no. There are many different arguments and motivations
for downloading and/or uploading music, movies and software and scholars from
variety of disciplines have been busy discussing them over the years mostly on
theoretical level. More sustained empirical research is necessary in order to
extend our understanding about how and why users in different contexts

participate in such activities.

Often, the research literature about file sharing is focused on music or software
(e.g. Beekhuyzen, 2011; Oberholzer-Gee & Strumpf, 2007). It is important to
notice here, that the movie industry is not so easy to be approached because of
the various revenues streams generated such as theatrical exhibition, DVD, cable
and satellite, and so forth as many analysts claim (e.g. Liebovitz, 2011). This
dissertation is taking into account all kind of files and thus, including music, movies

but also software, books and other material available online for the Bulgarian user.

Having said that, useful insights are provided by scholars regarding possible

incentives for file sharing on both theoretical and empirical level.

Lessig (2004, p.68) argues that people use file sharing networks for four primary

reasons:
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As substitutes for purchasing content: users who download instead of

purchasing;

e To sample music before purchasing it: sharing could increase the quantity
of music purchased,;

e To get access to copyrighted content that is no longer sold or that they
would not have purchased because the transaction costs off the Net are
too high;

e To get access to content that is not copyrighted or that the copyright owner

wants to give away.

Sag (2006) explores the cost dimension on a theoretical level by breaking it down
into: (a) monetary cost of obtaining music, (b) the time and effort or search costs,
(c) expected costs associated with computer viruses, and (d) the expected costs of
sanctions. Gurman (2009) points (a) high cost of purchasing music, (b) the unfair
treatment of artists, and (c) the lack of availability of desired content as arguments
for file sharing and these arguments are with unison at some level with Sag's

discussion about the motivations that influence actions for acquiring music.

Empirical research conducted by Beekhuyzen (2011) among Australian file
sharers shows that in that country (a) sampling, (b) cost, and (c) lack of availability
of desired content are motivators for sharing music. Sampling and substitution are
also pointed out by others as motivators (Andersen & Frenz, 2007; Gran & Molde,
2009; Quiring, von Walter & Atterer, 2008; Steinmetz & Tunnell, 2013). There are
more scholarly studies that have examined why Internet users, especially college

students, engage in file sharing (Cronan & Al-Rafee, 2008; Li & Nergadze, 2009;
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Phau & Ng, 2010; Taylor, Ishida, & Wallace, 2009) focusing on the economic

precursors.

An ethnography of Internet-relay chat music file sharers details an emerging file
sharing subculture, its social organization and its values of file sharing and
altruism—admittedly freely engaged in (Cooper & Harrison 2001). Steinmetz and
Tunnel (2013) have found besides economic arguments as sampling, substitution
and inability to afford content, another motivators for file sharing such as (a) to
share culture/content and (b) to undermine the current copyright regime. They find
out that online file sharing activities are associated with neither political
dimensions, nor legal ones. Online file sharing is seen as everyday culture and it
is build upon a behavior taken for granted and made possible by technology that is
an integral part of their everyday lives. This part of everyday life is, for some of the

people interviewed by them, not necessarily associated with moral aspects.

On the other hand, researchers like Wang and McClung (2011) explore the
emotions as motivators for file sharing and find that individuals would engage in
more mental processing based on the previous behavior when they encounter a
negative emotion, and would consciously reject it, whereas individuals would

easily go along with the positive emotions.

There is little doubt that technology is pushing changes quicker than the industry
responds. In order for those in the creation and distribution value chain to still be
relevant in this “new” online participatory culture, it is necessary for them to rethink
their role and adjust their commercial activities accordingly. There is no way to

stop file sharing; as von Lohmann (2004) states, it is impossible to put the genie
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back in the bottle, so it is important for the industry to understand and consider
alternative ideologies and revenue streams. In order to do this, it is necessary to
have an understanding of the activities consumers engage in to access and use

online material, which are discussed in this dissertation.

3.1.3 SIMILARITIES WITH HACKING IDEOLOGY

The term “hacking” has a wide range of meanings. To hack can mean to roughly
force a program to work, generally inelegantly. A hack can be a clever (generally
small) program or program modification that displays unusual insight into a
programming language or operating system. In a more malicious nature, a hack

can be a scam or clever manipulation (Forester & Morrison, 1994, p.77).

In a similar vein, the widely cited Sherry Turkle (1984, p.232) defines three tenets

of hacking:

e Simplicity - the act must be simple but impressive;
e Mastery — the act must derive from a sophisticated technical expertise;
e lllicit — the act must be against some legal, institutional or even just

perceived rules.

It is an act that can be carried out with a variety of goals, all of which are not
necessarily aimed at harming others, although these are the stories often reported
in the media. One excellent example of this was at the time of the Chernobyl
disaster, when hackers from the West German Chaos Computer Club regularly

released information to the public about developments, because the West German
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government would not. The information was gained by illegal break-ins carried out

in government computer installations (Forester & Morrison, 1994).

This goal of disseminating information appears to be similar to the 2009 Twitter
trend #lranElection and the example is somewhat similar to the reporting of the

protests against the government in Iran.

Based on his book presenting an in-depth history of hacking, Thomas (2002)
argues that hacker subculture has a tendency to exploit cultural attitudes toward
technology and the hacking subculture is largely built upon a culture of secrecy,
playing a lead role in making hacking possible. According to Thomas, this culture
of secrecy “has produced a climate in which contemporary hackers feel both
alienated and advantaged. Although hackers philosophically oppose secrecy, they
also self consciously exploit it as their modus operandi, further complicating their

ambivalent status in relation to technology and contemporary culture” (2002, p.21).

Hacking consists of two processes: free labor and copyleft. Free labor is the term
given to the unpaid production of information, and copyleft purports that “all
information should be free” and this is the mantra of the hacker ethic (Grinsted,
2005, p.1). General principles of hacker ethic include sharing, openness,
decentralization, free access and world improvement (Levy, 2001). According to
Himmanen (2001), hacker is someone who achieve social acknowledgement for
hard working with passion of his own free will and not for money. Thus, hacker as
a term can be extrapolated to areas outside the technological one while the
principles remain the same - money is not valued anymore, but the benefit is

focused on social aspects, such as free access and transparency.
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In his Masters dissertation, Grinstead refers to the P2P phenomena as adopting
the Hacker ethic, but interestingly he comments that there is a need to be “careful
not to equate the sharing idolized by the Hacker movement with the theft
perpetrated using the same technology” (2005, p.12). He refers to what he calls
the “theft of music” and how this illegal act is beginning to become a social nhorm

and to be no longer seen as immoral.

Grinstead proposes the analogy of file sharers and hackers. It may be argued that
file sharers are not necessarily malicious, and they operate in a “gift economy” as

proposed by Barbrook (1998), in a similar way to hackers.

3.2 ONLINE COMMUNITIES

When we talk about file sharing activities usually researchers refer to the people
involved in the practice as community (Olivera, Goodman & Tan, 2008; Wasko &
Faraj, 2005). That desire for community can be found in the origin of the Internet
described as an idyllic scenario of groups of people who help each other and thus
build the Net. It seems now out of place questioning the existence of online
communities. Although by the time the first online communities emerged, the

difficulties of recognizing and defining them was a complicated issue to address.

Howard Rheingold was the first to use the word virtual community and Usenet
groups are generally identified as the first communities on the Internet describing
them as "social aggregations that emerge from the Net when enough people carry
out these public discussions long enough, with sufficient human feeling to form

networks of personal relationships in cyberspace" (Rheingold, 1996, p.20).
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Since then there has been a rapid spread and growth of online communities and
their users. These communities and computer-mediated communication have
been studied by social researchers (e.g. Baym, 1995; Galvez 2005; Hine, 2000;
Howard & Jones, 2004; Jones 2003; Negroponte, 1996; Rheingold, 1996; Smith &

Kollock, 2003) sparking some debate about their influence.

The first generation studies (e.g. Brook & Boal, 1995; Heim, 1993; Peck, 1987;
Rheingold 1996; Schmitz, 1997; Stone, 1995; Turkle, 1996) about online
communities were dealing basically with their status and the very possibility of
community in cyberspace assuming the existence of a universal and consistent

definition of community.

If we take a look at different definitions given by researchers over time, we will
notice that most of them share the same aspects that we can find in definitions of
offline community, the difference relies on the fact that the shared area and
interaction are computer mediated. However, in some definitions there are
additional aspects taken into account beyond the computer-mediated shared area

and interaction:

e commitment among members (Jones, 2003);

e shared system of language, culture and beliefs (Mitra, 1997);

¢ intimacy between members (Rheingold, 1996);

e existence of limits that define who belongs and who doesn’t to the

community (Watson, 1997);
e set of standards or rules of conduct to govern the online community

(Mclaughlin, Osborne & Smith 1995; Smith & Kollock, 2003; Watson, 1997);
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e self-identification as a community group (Maclaughlin, Osborne & Smith,

1995; Watson, 1997).

Even so, as Jones (2003) has noted in different key studies about online
communities, often the emphasis is on geographic and spatial aspects of the
community in order to avoid the complexity of overlapping groups in the
contemporary world. The immediate consequence of such strategy is an online
community image of something fixed and delimited spatially, while in practice it is
observed that groups are more complex and often the lines between them are
blurred and not so clear as they are usually presented in studies about online
communities. That is the case of the current study which encountered during the
field work overlapping groups involved in the file sharing practice in Bulgaria and

which are crucial in understanding the phenomenon.

Opposite to the traditional studies that identify the community as a particularly
residential unit in which many understandings of the online community are based,
it seems more adequate to study the contemporary community as a network of
relationships and not as spatially defined unit even if that space is online. As
Wellman (2002) notes: "If community is defined socially rather than spatially, then
it is clear that contemporary communities rarely are limited to neighborhoods"”
(p.4). Such understanding of the neighborhood community and third places™®
Wellman (2002) sees as myth reflecting the nostalgia to the past. In this study, |

draw from his work to understand the community not like "place" but as a network

19 See Oldenburg 1997
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of relationships which do not necessarily belong to the same spatial unit but rather

are dispersed geographically.

There are two classic studies that have special meaning regarding the idea of the
community as a network: "To Dwell Among Friends" by Fischer (1982) and
"Networks as Personal Communities” (Barry Wellman, Carrington & Hall,1988).
Fisher analyzes the effects of urbanization in California and finds out that
significant social relationships providing privacy and personal security are often
very dispersed geographically. Wellman conducted a study to analyze the
structure of personal networks and interviewed several people about their personal
relationships. He discovers that most community ties are not relations of
neighborhood, but one that extends beyond the local reality of the neighborhood

and defines the concept of personal network as a "personal community".

Thus, the community becomes more private and less fixed in the location.
Wellman (1995) calls this process: domestication and privatization of the

community and writes that today:

Telephones, automobiles, and airplanes, and electronic mail have enabled
people to maintain active relationships over long distances with friends and
relatives. Yet these technologies are essentially privatizing, with telephones and
electronic mail usually being between two persons only and most automobiles

carrying one or two persons on trips between private garages. (p.1)

The characteristics of modern life, increasingly privatized, are reflected in the way
we build relationships which are more selective and voluntary than in the past.

Neighborhoods and communities in general based on a particular unit become
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less important in exchange to relationships we maintain with geographically
dispersed people and thus, we participate in multiple social networks. We become

more flexible and our relations are both local and global.

At the same time, cyberspace gives the opportunity to people not only to maintain
contact asynchronously with geographically dispersed others but also diminish
their difficulties to act and create online relationships which could be later
incorporated in their offline social life. In a "face to face" communication the non-
familiar or weak relationships can be an obstacle, but in a computer-mediated

environment these weak ties can be "mobilized" (Kakihara & Sorensen, 2006).

Thus, the artificial dichotomy of online/offline is eliminated and the Internet is no
longer a separate reality but one of the many ways of human interaction
(Bakardjieva, 2003; Hamman, 1998; Wellman, 1999). The observed phenomena in
the Internet cannot be studied and characterized exclusively by what occurs online
as the cultures operating there have their origins in existing forms of "real life".
The online interaction cannot be reduced either to these offline existing forms. We
would miss then the fact that from the use of Internet technology new forms of

being and acting together are coming out.

3.2.1 SOCIAL SOFTWARE AND ONLINE INTERACTION

The emergence of new forms of acting could be predicted, taking into account how
Internet has appeared. Recently, the online social interaction causes the
materialization of the "social software" concept that attempts to label this online

social phenomenon.
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But where does the term come from? According to Danah Boyd (2007), Clay
Shirky was the first one to use it in order to cover all types of software that
supports group interaction even if it occurs offline. Shirky (2003) introduced the
term intentionally because he felt that the already existing ones (computer-
mediated communication, social computing, software for group work) were not
exactly appropriate to refer to certain types of new technologies. Although his idea
was to name with it any software that encourages social interaction, in the
computing area some discussion was generated regarding what to consider social
software or not. Some users of the term are applying it only to certain social
technologies like blogs and wikis. Others consider it is better to use social software
term to refer to the use of two or more modes of computer-mediated
communication rather than a specific type of software. According to this point of
view, people form online communities by combining "one-to-one" (e-mail, instant
messaging), “one-to-many” (social networking sites as Facebook, micro blogging
as Twitter, and blogs) and “many-to-many" (wikis) communication modes (Shirky,

2003; Tepper, 2003).

The essence of the term is the possibility of relationships between users and
users’ control over these relationships. The tools provided by the software are
social because the person and their need for contact with others is the center of it.
Thus, the development of groups where people participate voluntarily is allowed,
and the reputation and the objectives of these groups are defined by their

members.
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Reducing the use of the term only to two types of technologies (blogs and wikis)
as proposed by some engineers is leaving out a wide range of tools that also can

facilitate the knowledge exchange and learning from others.

For the purposes of the present study, | shall use Farka’s definition for whom

social software is a tool that needs to have at least two of the following conditions:

1) It allows people to communicate, collaborate, and build community online, 2)
It can be syndicated, shared, reused, or remixed, or it facilitates syndication, 3)
It lets people learn easily from and capitalize on the behavior or knowledge of

others. (2007, p.1)

This definition seems the most concise of the existing ones covering all
possibilities for online interaction and its consequences for collaboration, creation,

learning and sharing with others.

It is understood, then, that any tool supporting online social interaction can be
defined as social software. The list of examples is extensive: (a) the mailing lists
facilitate communication between people subscribed to these; (b) Internet forums
allow an immediate contact with others, through the publication of topics open to
comments from other users; (c) instant messaging (Skype, Whatsapp, Viber, Line)
permits to chat privately in real time; (d) blogs as some kind of online personal
journals tolerate comments from other users and often have links to other blogs,
thus allowing the creation of communities around any of them; (e) the wikis whose
content can be edited by its visitors (Wikipedia); (f) social networking services
(Facebook, hi5, Linkedin) letting people create profiles and connect with others in

their own terms; and (g) online worlds (Second Life, The Sims Online) where the
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interaction with others is performed by the use of avatars and communication via

chat.

Although the list doesn’t pretend to be complete, we see that the Internet supports
wide ways of communication. While some tools (including mailing lists and forums)
designed to find people with similar interests have existed for a long time, most
social software tools developed recently are designed to connect people and see

what interests emerge.

Social software is a matter of movement too and not a simple category for

technologies as it introduces three major changes:

1. The way technology is designed: traditional technological systems are
designed and tested many times before exiting the market and this makes
sense when the software is shipped to stores for sale. It is thought first from
the project (Boyd, S., 2006) or topic (Boyd, D., 2007) and then the
individuals. It is definitely a deductive process. The people behind social
software projects have a different approach. Instead of developing closed
versions, designers provide systems that are constantly transformed by
people’s uses. They are designed to connect people and see what interests
emerge. They are not defined in topics, but people are connecting in
networks by affiliations. These new tools help to create and benefit at the
same time from new ideas to write/read sites that promote collaboration,
sharing and community building from the bottom-up (Boyd, S., 2006;
Farkas, 2007) where there is no central authority either to define the uses

or to establish the rules of behavior and where the boundaries are blurred.
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2. The way participation is spread: Most social software has been used first by
the friends of the designers and thus, expand to different populations.
Therefore, people are the heart of this software. There are very popular
social systems already in possession of Internet giants, such is the case of
Instagram bought by Facebook. However, the purchase is not the reason
for the popularity of these systems. In fact, the purchase is the result of the
great impact among the population. People use these systems not because
they are influenced by advertising but because they have some friends who
use them.

3. The way people behave: In different social contexts the behavior in one or
another social system changes. For example, when Orkut®® was created, it
had users of different nationalities. Curiously, over time, the platform was
populated mainly by Brazilians and lately by Indians. Another example is
Whatsapp, a very popular mobile instant chat system in Spain, unlike Viber,
designed more for Internet calls which is mostly used as mobile instant

messaging in Bulgaria.

In addition, each social software tool supports different contexts. People start
using different sites (networking sites, discussion groups, forums, etc.) in order to
maintain the contexts separated. In some networks we are actively involved, in

others occasionally and finally, in some others we are just silent readers.

Thus, social software allows the existence of new community forms that doesn’t

necessarily require any forums, newsletters or email lists. The conversations can

% Orkut was dissolved in September, 2014
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take place at the wiki, at the comments section of the blog, at the social

networking sites (Facebook, hi5) or at sites for file sharing.

In summary, the social software development reflects the consequences of
people’s interaction. It is not a term referring to control but to co-evolution: people
who can connect with each other and find their ideas. This makes the circulation of
new tools and ideas easier and at the same time leads to more collaboration,
cooperation and online participation. The project is not clear but emerges and is

defined from the produced relations, it is inductive: from the individual to the group.

3.3 USER AGENCY

The technological development put in the focus the role of users. What users do
with technology has led to a boom in research and creation of concepts, some of
which were addressed above. Interests turn both to how users “consume”

technology and what technology does to users.

Particularly relevant for the file sharing practice in question is the work of Michel
de Certeau (1984) about practices in everyday life that has been used widely in
cultural and media studies, especially in debates about audiences and productive
consumption. The focus of his work is on the practice of ordinary people and the
ways in which they use or in De Certeau's terminology “consume” social

representations and normative modes of social behavior.

These practices of consumption are equivalent to doing things and they should not
be considered as passive forms of social activity. Rather, in “using” and

“‘consuming” culture, ordinary people are engaged, at the most basic level on
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which life is lived, in a “making” a poiesis, but a “ hidden one, because it does not
manifest itself through its own products, but rather through its ways of using the

products imposed by a dominant economic order” (de Certeau, 1984, p.31).

To “consume” or use culture is, therefore, also to engage in its production,
although this production takes place in normative schemes of action. In their
practices ordinary people adopt strategies and tactics that enable them to reclaim
autonomy from the all-pervasive forces of economics, politics and culture in
general. Strategies are a carefully devised plan of action to achieve a goal.
Strategies demand locations of power, require competition, define legitimate
modes of research, and establish the boundaries of acceptable practice.
Strategies are the institutional processes that set norms (rules/laws) and
conventions. Strategies harvest finite ideas that become concrete, and essentially
remain conclusive — mode of practice — making the consumers to firmly

understand what the place is like to be.

On the opposite side of strategies is tactics: a course of action followed in order to
achieve an immediate or short-term aim. Tactics lack a specific location, survive
through improvisation, and use the advantages of the weak against the strong. De
Certeau states “tactic is the art of weak”. Tactics are the modes of creative
opportunity that operate within the gaps and slips of conventional thought and the

patterns of everyday life - “do” and “use” what is available to us.

In other words, culture consumers quietly re-appropriate the objects, images, and

ideas fashioned by professionals and experts, re-negotiate this material in light of
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memory and the chance contingencies of circumstance, and produce a constantly

changing bricolage of practices that shape dalily life.

The notion of consumption as a status and identity project was elaborated further
by Jean Baudrillard (1988), who criticizes the view that the needs of consumers
are dictated, manipulated, and fully controlled by the modern -capitalist
marketplace and by producers. Theodor Adorno, Herbert Marcuse, and Max
Horkheimer of the Frankfurt School had argued that the expansion of the
production of consumer goods throughout the twentieth century had resulted in an
increase in ideological control and manipulation by the “culture industries” (Adorno
1991; Horkheimer & Adorno 1979; Marcuse 1964). In contrast, Baudrillard
emphasized the mutual dependencies between production and consumption and
suggested that consumers are not passive victims but active agents in shaping

consumption, social relations, and identities.

Cultural and media studies also emphasize the creative freedom of users to “make
culture” in the practice of consumption, as well as their dependence on the cultural
industries, not because they control consumers but because they provide the
means and the conditions of cultural creativity (Storey, 1999). This scholarship
portrays consumers as “cultural experts” who appropriate consumer goods to
perform identities, which may transgress established social divisions (Chambers

1985; du Gay, Hall, Janes, Madsen, Mackay & Negus, 2013).

A perspective on user-technology relations that emphasizes the role of
technological objects in creating and shaping social identities, social life and

culture at large is articulated. Hall (1990) introduced the “encoding/decoding”
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model from the semiotic approach to the media consumption which aims to
capture both the structuring role of the media in “setting agendas and providing
cultural categories and frameworks” and the notion of the “active viewer, who
makes meaning from signs and symbols that the media provide” (Morley, 1995,

p.300).

On the other hand, domestication is defined as a dual process in which both
technological objects and people may change. Domestication process includes:
(&) symbolic work: people create symbolic meanings of artifacts and adopt or
transform the meanings inscribed in the technology, (b) practical work: users
develop artifacts into their daily routines, and (c) cognitive work: learning about
artifacts (Sarensen, Aune & Hatling, 2000). The use of technological objects may
change the form and the practical and symbolic functions of artifacts, and it may
enable or constrain performances of identities and negotiations of status and
social positions (Lie & Sgrensen, 1996; Silverstone, Morley, Dahlberg &
Livingstone, 1989). The notion of domestication also reflects a preference for
studying the use of technology in a specific location: the home. More recently,
Norwegian scholars have extended the scope of research to other domains. Lie
and Sgrensen (1996) argue that the domestication of technological objects has
been too easily associated with the “private sector” (meaning the home). These
authors have shown how similar processes are taking place in work, in leisure,

and within subcultures.

In Consuming technologies, Silverstone and Hirsch (1992) specify there are 4

phases of domestication of the consuming technologies:
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1. Appropriation: technological product or service is sold and individuals or
households become its owners.

2. Objectification: norms and principles to the household’s sense of itself and
its place in the World.

3. Incorporation: technological objects are used and incorporated into the
routines of the daily life.

4. Conversion: describe the processes in which the use of technological
objects shapes relationships between users and people outside the

household.

Although at first sight “domestication” and “decoding” or “de-inscription” may seem
synonymous, there is an important difference. By specifying the processes
involved in the diffusion and the use of technology, domestication approaches take
the dynamics of the world of users as their point of departure. The concepts of
decoding and de-inscription, on the other hand, give priority to the design context
in order to understand the emergence of user-technology relations. Domestication
approaches thus emphasize the complex cultural dynamics in which users
appropriate technologies. This contrasts with semiotic approaches that tend to
define the user as an isolated individual, whose relationship to technology is

restricted to technical interactions with artifacts.

Most importantly, cultural and media studies inspire us to transcend the artificial
division between design and use. This scholarship has drastically
reconceptualized the traditional distinction between production and consumption

by re-introducing Karl Marx’s claim that the process of production is not complete
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until users have defined the uses, meanings, and significance of the technology:
“Consumption is production.” They describe design and domestication as “the two

sides of the innovation coin” (Lie & Sorensen 1996, p.10).
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4 CHAPTER FOUR: METHODOLOGICAL
CONCERNS

To understand the file sharing phenomenon in Bulgaria | have conducted an
ethnographic study. Traditionally, “ethnography generates or builds theories of
cultures — or explanations of how people think, believe, and behave — that are
situated in local time and space” (LeComte &Schensul, 1999, p.8). So while | had
as a field site a geographic space, my study examined virtual spaces which
articulated but did not necessarily fit the properties of that geographic location.
Because computer-mediated communication is both located in local time and
space and occurs across time and space in accordance with Hine (2000), a
revision of the traditional concept of ethnography is needed. Such a connective or
mobile ethnography extends the notion of context with the idea of connectivity and

integrates the various degrees of translation of the virtual community idea.

| conceptualized the field site as a network of relations in which a cluster of
specific hubs was constructed during the inquiry. In this chapter | will start with
summarizing the main characteristics of the traditional ethnographic study and
comment briefly how ethnography was moved to online environments. | will
consider also some of the main problems and dilemmas researchers have faced in
doing research on the Internet and which were part of the dilemmas of my study
too. | will take a look specifically at notions of mobile or multi-sited ethnography
and the construction of the field site describing my own field site. Finally, 1 will
summarize my research activities and some problems | have faced during the

inquiry.
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4.1 INTRODUCING ETHNOGRAPHY

What is understood as ethnography seems prone to many interpretations. As
Kozinets (2010) points out, it is a method of adaptation or bricolage and it is
constantly redesigned in order to fit into particular areas of research questions,
sites and times, preferences and skills, cultural groups and methodological
innovations. Ethnography is an anthropological approach that has gained
popularity in cultural studies, sociology and social psychology, marketing and
consumer research and many other areas in social sciences. But what is
ethnography, exactly? My aim here is to highlight some of the main characteristics

of the ethnographic study and it is by necessity limited and intended as orientation.

Despite the many different flavors, which are emphasized to different degrees by
each author who writes in the ethnographic tradition, one common feature appears
to be that the ethnographer become embroiled in the setting (Atkinson, 1990). The
combination of participative and observational approaches lies at the center of the

ethnographic initiative.

Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) usefully describe ethnography in terms of what
researchers actually do, explaining that ethnography usually involves “the
researcher participating, overtly or covertly, in people’s daily lives for an extended
period of time, watching what happens, listening to what is said, and/or asking
guestions through informal and formal interviews, collecting documents and
artifacts — in fact, gathering whatever data are available to throw light on the
issues that are the emerging focus of inquiry” (p.3).This type of ethnography may

be labeled as conventional and gives center stage to the human factors and the
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sense which people make of the world. The role of the ethnographer is to observe,

document, and analyze these practices, to present them in a new light.

Secondly, the ethnographic study is grounded in the context; it is infused with local
knowledge of particular and specific kind. This refers to the fact that ethnography
situates people and phenomena in the context of their natural habitat rather than
isolates them. Only in the context in which they naturally occur can behavior and

artifacts be understood.

Thirdly, ethnography requires an inductive examination of facts, long-term
engagement or “‘immersion” in the field and a reflexive stand in order to
understand the “other” from the point of view of the other. It is expected from the
ethnographer to enter the field without any preconceived ideas and to stay open to
new data; not to depart from collective structures but to take the bottom-up

perspective.

He or she depends on personal contact with informants and therefore needs to be
present “physically” in the specific “field”, the natural environment of the other that
is limited in time and space. This sharing of time and place with informants is
referred to as “being there”. It allows the researcher to experience what is to be a

member of the group or society studied.

Acknowledgment of the own reflexivity as a researcher is needed since the
fieldworker is conceived as a research instrument (Sherry, 1991). Such a reflexive
stand furthermore entails that the “researcher needs to be clear about his\her

objectives and the limitations he or she is working under” (Hirsch & Gellner, 2001,

p.8).
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4.2 ETHNOGRAPHY MOVES ONLINE

The idea of applying ethnography in order to study the Internet interactions
became popular in the mid -1990s and today we can state that it is a well-
established practice. Even so, these new developments of the method still
maintain a dialogue with the principles of the ethnographic study exposed in the

previous section.

If we take a quick look on the first studies which call themselves ethnographies of
online communities, we will see that the immersion as a form of learning and more
systematic forms of enquiry was common to all of these approaches (Baym, 1995;
Correll, 1995; Reid, 1995). For example, Nancy Baym (1995, 1999) was a
participant observer in the discussion group about soap opera she studied for a
period of over three years. She collected messages and subjected them to a
textual analysis and also conducted interviews and surveys with members of the
group. In line with the ethnographic tradition, she describes her approach as
evolving over time, as her understanding of the group developed. Baym used
participant observation to understand important aspects of the social life there,
such as specific language and the emergency of social hierarchies. It was possible
for her to claim a deep understanding because of the length of time she had spent
there and the different means that she used to see issues through the eyes of the
members and to step back to interpret observations. There is a lot in common
between her approach and the standard model of ethnography described by

Hammersley and Atkinson in the previous section.
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As Hine (2000) points out, in virtual ethnography the travel to a field site is itself
virtual and is “experiential rather than physical displacement” (p.45). The key
ethnographic principle of participation and progressive collection of data and
enquiry in order to develop understanding remains consistent with more traditional

approaches.

Then, Markham (1998) added to the development of online ethnography a
particular focus on reflexivity, by examining what it means to go online. The major
part of her methodology was using her own reflections on what is meant to be
online but also interviewing people she encountered in different online settings.
The analysis stressed the multiple nature of online experience, such that the
Internet can constitute a place, but it can also be used as a tool or experienced as

a way of being.

Early work on computer-mediated communication and media studies used to
emphasize the uniqueness of the Internet as a site; the Internet was a place where
one could shape relationships, identities, and social projects in a world apart from
the material world. Pioneer ethnographic studies of online settings used to stress
the importance to understand online social life in its own way. This was a reaction
against models which spoke about the impoverishment of online interactions as

compared to those in face-to-face settings (Heim, 1993, Kroker & Weistein, 1994).

The idea of an ethnographic understanding of online interaction was initially
developed in settings based on text but lately it has been applied to many other
forms of virtual interaction. Online games as World of Warcraft have become

popular for ethnographic study or worlds as Second Life (Boellstorff, 2008; Nardi,
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2010). The emergence of social networking sites as Facebook and MySpace
provided the occasion to adapt the ethnographic enquiry to suit and make evident
the emergent social formations (Boyd, 2007). New forms of textual communication
such as blogging and micro blogging (Twitter), offer challenges and opportunities
for ethnographers, as they present new forms of social interaction to explore.
Ethnography has become embedded in academic culture as an appropriate way to

explore how people make sense of the possibilities that the Internet offers to them.

4.3 PRACTICES AND DILEMMAS OF ONLINE ETHNOGRAPHY

When the location of the ethnographic study goes online, what happens to the
meanings and uses of spatial constructs of the ethnographic research such as

“place” and participant observation?

4.3.1 PLACE

Where to go and where the data collection starts are two basic questions for the
ethnographic enquiry. According to Spradley (1980) “place” is one of the three
aspects of the “social situation”. The other two are “actors” and “activities”. In
Spradley's view, any physical location can be the basis for a social situation as

long as the other two elements are present.

Imagining where the ethnographer would go in case of Internet-based research
suggests a revision of the social situation to include locations that are not physical

settings that we were used to seeing them as such.

In the earliest online ethnographies this problem was solved by focusing on a

particular online setting and using that as a field site to which the ethnographer is
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travelling virtually. This mode of research, in which the ethnographer found a
virtual field site and made it the focus of sustained study, became popular with the
first cyber culture studies in the 1990s and has tended to endure even in the
“critical cyber culture studies” more attuned to social, political and economic

contextualization of the Internet (Silver, 2000).

When | started my own study | wasn't actually defining any particular website as a
field site, although | ended up in a specific online setting thanks to my informants
at that time and start observing it. Later, | realized that the phenomenon at hand
was not located only there and | needed to move in order to understand it. Despite
the fact that | am a big defender of the notion "network”, the situation was
unexpected for me. Somehow in the beginning | had this idea in my head that I will
go to the place and do the job despite all the theories and notions | was defending
by the moment. It was an unconscious act. | guess we all share at some level the
prejudices about the Internet and some concepts are changing so fast that we are
unable to catch up in practice. On the other hand, | was excited that | can finally
witness some real networking but also worried how | will defend that academically.
| wasn't doing social networking analysis but an ethnographic inquiry and since
“The Internet” was seen as a unified phenomenon in a lot of online studies (Slater,

2002) this might be a problem for my inquiry.

Even making the claim that one studies “The Internet” as if it were a static
phenomenon is problematic (Slater, 2002) since, in reality, “the” Internet is a mix of

software; hardware; already-built infrastructures; as well as social, cultural, political
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and legal practices which combine, become stabilized, and are articulated in

different places and under different contexts.

Going back to the revision of social situation, one definition that allows this broader
concept of place or setting has been offered by Hammersley and Atkinson (1995),
who have described the place as "constituted and maintained through cultural
definition and social strategies" (p. 41) with boundaries that are "not fixed but shift
across occasions, to one degree or another, through processes of redefinition and

negotiation” (p. 41). Olwig and Hastrup (1997) suggest that:

A new sensitivity to the ways in which place is performed and practiced is
required. This might involve viewing the field (place), rather than as a site, as
being a ‘field of relations’. In this sense, rather than focusing on specific
research locations as they are defined physically, focus would shift to the
connections between multiple locations where the actors engage in activity. In
this view, ethnographers might still start from a particular place, but would be
encouraged to follow connections which were made meaningful from that
setting. Ethnography in this strategy becomes as much a process of following

connections as it is a period of inhabitance. (p. 8)

Moving from traditional research sites to online spaces compels a shift to fields of

relations rather than bounded physical sites.

4.3.2 PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION

The purposes of the participant observation in traditional settings are well-known —

to engage in activities appropriate to the situation and to observe the activities,
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people and physical aspects of the situation. These actions are necessary in order
to obtain a first-hand experience of the society they are observing. It is also
necessary to step out from time to time and reflecting upon it. How do online
settings challenge the researcher in the role of participant observer? What do the
characteristics of online settings imply for the researcher attempting to conduct
participant observation, when researchers are told to “do what others do, but also
watch their own actions, the behavior of others, and everything they could see in
this social situation and maintain explicit awareness of everything that is going on”
(Spradley, 1980, p.54)? | will focus on two aspects of the online settings that are
key to that question: how does the existence of “lurkers” affect the observation and

how do online settings affect the researcher's knowledge of those sites?

In an online setting, a lurker (someone who reads but does not post) or a large
number of lurkers could be present. If the job of the ethnographer is to maintain an
explicit awareness of what is going on at that site, what are the implications of the
presence of the invisible lurkers for the reporting of events? Hine (2000) argues
that “from a discursive point of view, the silent are difficult to incorporate into the
analysis...they leave no observable traces”(p.25). In this manner, the
ethnographer mirrors the activity and awareness of other active members; while
lurkers may be present online, their identities are not present in any meaningful

way.

A second question regarding participant observation involves the researcher’'s own
participation. As Hine (2008) points out online ethnographers "are by definition

participants to some extent, since they employ computer mediation to observe and
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interact with the research subjects” (p.262). The online ethnography she said

earlier “is ethnography in, of, and through the virtual” (Hine, 2000, p. 65).

In contrast with offline settings, the researcher is able to go to some online venues
and not have their existence known. The researcher then participates as a lurker.
Despite some concerns about it as lack of engagement and ability to develop an
understanding from the inside (Beaulieu, 2004), lurking, however is a useful part of
the online ethnographer's tools when the practices of the regular members are
observed and where it allows a cultural familiarization in order to entry into

participation (Hine, 2008).

The online space is both social interaction and text and it refers to the distinction
between gaining direct experience of participation and using the Internet as a
recording tool (Hine, 2000). The online space as social interaction asks for
participation, while online space as text permits an observation in retrospect, that
is to say lurking. That lurking practice of the researcher entails the observation of
the members (“who”); what kind of information is being shared online (who is
posting what information) and to which purposes. Above all, “a textual focus
places emphasis on the ways in which contributions are justified and rendered
authoritative, and on the identities which authors construct and perform through

their posting” (Hine, 2000, p. 53).

The convenience of the virtual text is that the medium records all texts and
interaction that pass through the medium. Research can therefore be done
independent of the informants’ time (Hine, 2000, p.8). Yet, online content analysis

does not act like a substitute of the actual participation.
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The question here is not to juxtapose lurking and participating as they are both
necessary, but to stress that the very nature of the Internet venue allows

researchers to observe in retrospective, something impossible in an offline setting.

Besides, as Genzuk is pointing out "the extent to which it is possible for a
researcher to become a full participant in an experience will depend partly on the
nature of the setting being observed" (2003, p.3). The extent of participation is
seen more like a continuum which varies from complete immersion in the program
as full participant to complete separation from the activities observed, taking on a
role as a spectator and there is a great deal of variation along the continuum

between these two extremes.

4.4 TOWARD A CONNECTIVE ETHNOGRAPHY

Some of the convenient fictions of the traditional ethnographic approach have
been less applicable to the new online issues undertaken by researchers. One of
the primary and ongoing challenges facing the contemporary online ethnographic
research is the question of how to construct the location of a project when the
sites, technologically-mediated practices, and people we study exist and flow
through a wider information ecology that is neither fixed, nor can easily be located

as “online” or “offline.”

There is a developing body of internet-related ethnographic literature which is
attempting to take into account the fluid nature of the information ecology arguing
for the necessity for both movement and placed-ness (e.g. Burrell, 2009; Hine,

2007; Leander & McKim, 2003; Walker, 2010).
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Multi-sited ethnography was first conceptualized in cultural anthropology and is a
response to several decades of methodological reflection by ethnographers who
questioned the notion that a field site was a bounded geographic space that
contained whole, intact, and knowable cultures (Gupta & Ferguson 1992; Marcus,

1995).

Marcus (1995) argued that the culture was not necessarily spatially fixed, but it
was constituted by global flows made up “in/of the world system”. As such,
ethnographic methods must account for those flows, writing that this mode of

research:

Moves out from the single sites and local situations of conventional
ethnographic research designs to examine the circulation of cultural meanings,
objects, and identities in diffuse time-space. This mode defines for itself an
object of study that cannot be accounted for ethnographically by remaining

focused on a single site of intensive investigation”. (Marcus,1995, p.96)

Marcus forwards “tracking strategies” as a way to provide a coherent research
project, including: “follow the people;” “follow the thing” (material object); “follow
the metaphor;” “follow the plot;” “follow the biography;” and “follow the conflict.”
The argument for such a mobile approach highlights the centrality of movement
and connectedness in social practice. It foregrounds the notion that social
processes take place across distance—connecting any range of distinct entities

(Burrell, 2009).

Researchers of Internet practices have made various attempts to configure field

sites so as to account for movement and connectedness. Beaulieu and Simakova
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(2006), for example, used hyperlinks within a large database (the functional
Magnetic Resonance Imaging Data Center) as an ethnographic object —
constituting the field site by following hyperlink traces and also reflecting on how
those links were both functionally created and symbolically understood. In her
study of the scientific discipline of biological systematics, Hine (2007) employed
what she calls a “connective ethnography”, and explored the connections between
different activities including group message exchange, institutional observation,
interviews, and hyperlink paths. For Hine, a key starting or entry point was a
mailing list which she used as a source of data and complement to interviews. In
her study of teens” use of social networking sites for identity creation and
management, Boyd (2008) uses a form of networked ethnography in which she
analyzes the MySpace profiles of teens throughout the United States and

interviews teens as to their mediated practices.

In each one of these approaches, connection and movement are critical
methodological concerns of the project with the boundaries of the field site being
constructed by: an infrastructure of knowledge production (e.g. functional Magnetic
Resonance Imaging Data Center), discipline (e.g. biological systematics), or social

media application (e.g. Facebook and MySpace).

From the traditional perspective of ethnography conceptualized as a
geographically bounded project, ethnographic methods are oddly matched to the
research spaces of the Internet which have blurry geographic boundaries: site
contributors in one location, readers in another, servers and site designers in a

third. A focus on movement, tracings and flows is provocative for thinking about
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studies of Internet-enabled practices, precisely because it allows the conduct of

fieldwork on social phenomena that take place across time and distance.

Extending fieldwork in this way raises some interesting questions. Should we
define the field site by the movement and dwelling of the fieldworker or,
alternately, as the space in which a social phenomenon takes place? These are no
longer considered one and the same. As Marcus (1998) notes, contemporary
ethnography is often a study of parts rather than wholes. Researchers cycle in and
out of the field, skip certain areas entirely, and may rely on the recollections of

participants in interviews to map out the space.

4.4.1 MAKING THE “FIELD”: LESSON LEARNED

As Burrell points out “the term field site refers to the spatial characteristics of
research project where the social processes under study take place” (2009, p.10).
For ethnographers, defining that place is a very important activity that traditionally
is prior to the research activities and in early stage of fieldwork. It consists of
identifying where the researcher should be located as a participant observer. Once
the fieldwork is concluded, the ethnographic reports cannot be written without
defining this spatial stage. It has both exclusive and inclusive function; it indicates
what the research does and does not cover. A realization that the field site is in
certain ways constructed rather than discovered is crucial to contemporary

practice.

Amit describes that construction as follows: “the ethnographic field cannot simply

exist, awaiting discovery. It has to be laboriously constructed, prised apart from all
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the other possibilities for contextualization to which its constituent relationships

and connections could also be referred” (Amit, 2000, p. 6).

The realization that the field site is constructed rather than discovered (Amit, 2000)
or is the outcome rather than precursor of research (Hine, 2008) is a crucial

theoretical aspect of ethnographic work in digital contexts.

For the purposes of my study, the challenge since the begging has been to
configure a field site that can make the project coherent, manageable and
defensible. On a more general level, this project posed challenges similar to those
faced by many researchers nowadays who do field-based studies. It included an
examination of non-Cartesian virtual spaces. It was concerned with the
relationship between global processes and situated experiences. The difficulty of
drawing a boundary around such a social phenomenon arose from two conditions.
First, the Internet is a global network of machines, information, and people; yet the
Internet is too vast to be studied as a whole and was never the point of the study.
Second, it was a study of file sharing practice in a particular country which is lived

in a broader social and cultural context.

Thus, the field is not something that | decided at the start of the project, but
instead decisions about inclusion and exclusion were made continuously
throughout the study as the file sharing practice as such was taking place in
interconnected and overlapping mediated contexts. | was forced by the very nature
of the phenomenon under study to move myself often from one site to another,
skipping certain areas which were available on sites, and filling the gaps relying on

informants in order to complete the map.
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The outcome of such strategy was the construction of a network of points including
spaces, people and objects. The network as a concept is quite compatible with the
aim of ethnographic work to escape the concepts, categories, hierarchies.
Hannerz (1992b) comments that “networks . . . can be seen to cut across more
conventional units of analysis” (p. 40). Therefore, networks provide a way for
developing an unconventional understanding of social processes. It is a structure
that can be constructed from the observable connections performed by
participants. Another advantage of defining the field site as a network is that it is
produced as a continuous space that does not presume proximity or even
spatiality in a physical sense. Continuity does not imply homogeneity or unity; it
implies connection. The continuity of a network is evident in the way that one point

can (through one or more steps) connect to any other point.

In a “field site as network,” the point of origin, the destination(s), the space
between, and what moves or is carried along these paths is of interest. It is an
approach, “designed around chains, paths, threads, conjunctions, or juxtapositions
of locations in which the ethnographer establishes some form of literal, physical
presence, with an explicit, posited logic of association or connection among sites

that in fact defines the argument of the ethnography” (Marcus 1998, p. 90).

Some practical recommendations from Burrell (2009) were of great help while |
was doing the fieldwork. These strategies are well established in ethnographic
research but in defining the field site as a network they are reframed and

connected to some novel techniques:
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1. Seek entry points rather than sites. Hine (2000) similarly suggests that
ethnographers “might still start from a particular place, but would be
encouraged to follow connections made meaningful from that setting” (p.
60). In this study, | sought to trace out a field site using a Bulgarian torrent
site property of a local Internet Provider as a starting point. One way | did
this was by tracing paths through the Bulgarian Internet Space defined by
users to get a sense of their everyday lives online. For example, | followed
users from the local torrent site where they were chatting about another
Bulgarian torrent website (Zamunda.net) which was appearing continuously
in conversations. This approach provided a rich sense of the
interconnections. A well-selected entry point can generate a broad spatial
mapping that maintains a concentrated engagement with the research
topic.

2. Consider multiple networks. Marcus encourages fieldworkers to follow
people, objects, and stories but does not describe the pathways that are
traversed. There are existing infrastructures that are already understood as
networks like the telecommunications networks (such as the Internet), the
phone networks or the social networks. By considering this multitude of
networks up front, the many possible directions that could be followed are
laid out for the researcher to consider. In traversing these networks, the
field site becomes a heterogeneous network. The field site as
heterogeneous network incorporates mapping out the social relations of
research participants and their connections to material and digital objects

and physical sites. As Burrell (2009) suggests: “accepting heterogeneity
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preserves the possibility that the social phenomenon under study may be
defined not only by social networks, but by material flows and other modes
of connection” (p.191). Thus, this study considered heterogeneous network
of social and material relations across the Bulgarian Internet Space.*

3. Follow but also intercept. As Burrell (2009) argues based on Marcus (1998)
an approach to study a single site with an awareness of its multisite context
is possible. So | interpret this to mean that the most visited Bulgarian torrent
site (Zamunda.net) could be treated as a point of intersection where an
understanding of the file sharing practice was produced in part by the
conversations and circulation of data. Doing this from a stationary position
was a way to avoid the unwieldiness of expanding the field site into multiple
locations.

4. Attend to what is indexed in interviews. Language can be instrumental in
providing clues about things to follow and sites to visit. In terms of
methodological practice, distinguishing and attending to what is indexed in
speech is generally treated as part of a later analysis phase (Jovchelovitch
& Bauer, 2000). However, paying close attention to references to space and
place in speech (or texts) earlier on can also be a guide to the further
movement of the researcher. For example, in the course of interviews, |
heard stories about other online settings where users where discussing
their online practices. References to sites also served as suggestions for

new settings to visit virtually.

21 Understood as it is known in Bulgarian as a space of business, government, culture and civic dialogue that expands with every new site and online initiative that
uses the Bulgarian language and reflects Bulgarian experiences, issues and concerns
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5. Know when and where to stop. The potentially infinite size of the network
and the lack of natural stopping point present problems for researchers
(Strathern, 1996). Practically speaking, one simple way of determining
when to stop is when time runs out. As Hine (2000) points out, if one
embraces the notion that ethnographic work is no longer about studying
cultural wholes, then the question of completeness becomes unproblematic;
one stops when one must. The dilemma becomes how to strategically
construct the selected part in a way that produces something coherent.
Meaning saturation is one well-established approach that does not rely on
spatial boundaries to define the ending point of research. When interviews
with new people and observations in new locals yield a repetition of themes,
this may indicate that the research process has come to a natural
conclusion. Additionally, research that follows connections may move into a
site where there are less and less frequent encounters with the topics of
interest. This may not mean stopping the research entirely but rather that
the researcher ought to return to the field site’s starting point to pursue

another set of connections and move in another direction.

4.4.2 GATHERING AND ANALYZING ETHNOGRAPHIC DATA

Ethnography is a multi-data approach compatible with the social construction view
of society and it was chosen as this dissertation is concerned with investigating
culture, and the researcher is immersed in the research setting. The field work
lasted several months distributed in time. My first contact with this phenomenon

was in 2005 and that was when | made some initial observations of the accessible
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to me at that moment local torrent site** along with some informal conversations
from the area with people who were practicing file sharing. In 2009 | started
mapping the Bulgarian Internet Space and observing and analyzing different
venues as forums, torrent trackers and Internet Providers websites. In 2010 | did
most of the participant observation at Zamunda.net and interviews for a total
period of 4 months. Finally, in 2012 | made some additional interviews and

observations in order to refresh the study for a total period of 2 months.

Doing fieldwork entailed: (a) informal offline conversations, (b) observing online
locations and participating in some of them, (c) interviews (both online and offline)
with people involved in the file sharing practice as downloaders/ uploaders and
translators, (d) interviews with local experts - business people and Internet
providers, and (e) document analysis of Internet-related publications in the mass

media and Internet selected Bulgarian Internet sites as some statistical data.

At the beginning of the study informants accessible to me were people from my
personal network who partake in file sharing activities. They were source for
(informal) consultation and convenient help over the course of the study. Some of
them helped me contact with Internet Providers. Being recommended by people
who know me and have their trust too, was the only way to reach Internet
Providers for interviews as they are very suspicious and avoid talking about file
sharing. As | was entering more in the field, | increasingly developed relationships

not only with more downloaders, but also with translators and uploaders.

22 By local here | mean operating in a municipality between customers of the same Internet provider
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In order to mentally map the file sharing in the Bulgarian Internet Space | had to
navigate and observe different online locations simultaneously: different private

torrent trackers, subtitling websites, official Internet Providers websites, forums.

Zamunda.net and Subsunacs.net were chosen for more sustained observation
and participation at the possible extent. They were identified as references in the
Bulgarian file sharing practice. Zamunda gives a closer look at the daily routine of
Bulgarians involved in private file sharing communities specialized in making
available online content for download; usually the use and distribution of the
content is not authorized by the copyright owner and it is free of charge. The
focus of the participant observation was on gaining insights about the diversity of
roles, the community norms and rituals for navigating the community, browsing
and sharing content. Subsunacs, on the other hand, was used to provide useful
information about the online behavior of both people looking for subtitles and those
who are involved in making them out.”® The website offers free of registration
access to big data base of subtitles in Bulgarian language constituted of
volunteers who upload them on site free of charge. The participant observation

here was also useful for a better understanding of what it means to make subtitles.

There are a number of definitions of participant observation in the literature. Gold
(1958) presents a classification of the researchers’ role as a typology of participant

observer roles. He distinguishes between what he classifies as:

e The complete participant — taking an insider role, fully part of the setting and

often observes covertly;

23 By making subtitles | mean firstly, translating the text into Bulgarian and then converting it into actual subtitles
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e The participant as observer — part of the group being studied, gain access
to a setting by having a non-research reason for being part of the setting;

e The observer as participant — minimal involvement in the social setting
being studied, not normally part of the social setting;

e The complete observer — not partaking in the social setting at all.

My role as a researcher in Zamunda can be classified as a complete participant as
characterized by Gold (1958), however there are some aspects that fit more into
the participant as observer category. In reference to the latter, my access to
Zamunda.net was initially for non-research reasons. A friend invited me back in
2004 at the time that the idea of researching file sharing in Bulgaria was still non-
existing. It wasn't until late when | started using it as research site for participant

observation.

Immersion and my level of participation in the observations in terms of
downloading and sharing files back within the community was minimal. As it is a
requirement for members to actively participate on a regular basis, | did download
some items and made them available so others could download (or share) them
back from me. However, as much of the content available through the community
was unauthorised, | chose content to download that was the least likely to be
unauthorised. There were no clear indicators in the community as to the
authorisation of such files, however | used common sense to make decisions

about which content to download.

Even though my role as a researcher in Zamunda can be classified as somewhere

between a complete participant and participant as observer, | engaged in minimal
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interaction with other members. | did become fully part of the setting in order to
gain insights, however because of the covert nature of the participant observation,

interactions with other members were not encouraged.

On the other hand, | accessed Subsunacs presenting myself since the begging as
researcher and interacted with other members openly. | engaged as a subtitle
user in order to gain insight on how the website is navigated by them. Also, |
contacted one of the teams in order to express my interest in making subtitles too.
I have more than 10 years experience as a freelance translator (pair Bulgarian -
Spanish, sometimes Bulgarian-English too) and | really enjoy translating and |
thought | can contribute to the team making some subtitles and also gaining
firsthand experience of the process. Because it was time consuming and it was
necessary to gain new technical abilities in order to make the actual subtitles after
translating the text, | never managed to finish the two required subtitles in order to
be accepted in the team. Although | never finished the subtitles, I gained

experience of what price one must pay in order to make subtitles.

In the research period 22 formal interviews were conducted in various locations.

All were semi-structured interviews and conducted both online and offline.

Five of those interviews concerned experts (two Internet business people and
three Internet Providers). These interviews conducted offline revolved around the
Internet services in Bulgaria including, more specifically questions about the
torrent site as service. As it was mentioned before, the contact with experts was
mediated by a third party. Once presented, my first contact with them was via

phone and consisted of outlining the research and the aim of the data collection.
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Interested parties were offered an opportunity to participate, however no

remuneration or reward was awarded for participation.

In a total of eight interviews users (downloading and uploading material) of
Zamunda.net participated. These interviews were mainly about the motives,
purposes, meanings and functionality of the practice of file sharing and hence
were revealing the technological biography, as well as aspects of the technological
chain around that practice. Downloaders were easy to access in personal network
as Zamunda is the most popular Bulgarian torrent tracker. Face to face and Skype
were the primary method of communication. The first contact consisted of an
outline of the project, and the aims of the data collection. Interested parties were
offered an opportunity to participate, however no remuneration or reward was

awarded for participation.

Uploaders were more difficult to reach in personal network so | used a snowball
sampling. This type of sampling is especially useful in sensitive research and
when it is necessary to locate a specific population inaccessible in any other way.
These interviews were conducted online in Skype via chat and no remuneration

was offered for participation.

The rest of nine interviews concerned translators from the most popular Bulgarian
site for subtitles (Subsunacs.net). They were directed toward the motives and
meaning of subtitling. As the fieldwork progressed, interviews held contained at
least the following two themes: (a) purposes of participation and value of use, and

(b) connections with torrents sites. They were sourced directly from the website. |
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had the permission of the global moderator to present myself and posted an

announcement in their forum. Thus, volunteer sample was used again.

Despite the fact that | distinguish here different groups of people (expert,
downloader, uploader and translator), it is necessary to accentuate that the
division is merely artificial as in all cases resulted that they were downloading from
Zamunda.net and other smaller Bulgarian torrent trackers and could be all
considered downloaders, too. During the interviews with translators it also turned

out that some of them were moderators and/or uploaders at Zamunda.net.

Users’ names were not recorded and only nick names selected by participants are
used in the text with their permission. No further details about location nor full
interview texts are available as part of the agreement with research subjects for

this study. The following Table 1 summarises the intervieewes:

Interviewee Role

Evo Internet Provider / Downloader
Dimitar Internet Provider / Downloader
Snejana Area manager at Orbitel / Downloader
Mitco Internet Provider / Downloader
Miro Internet entrepreneur / Downloader
Lachko Downloader

Dima Downloader

Svetoslav Downloader

Heat Downloader/ Uploader

Ivo Downloader /Uploader

Mihaela Downloader

Niki Downloader/ Uploader
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Petur Downloader/ Uploader
Badgirl Translator/ Downloader
BadNick Translator/ Downloader
Katia D Translator/ Downloader
Yavor Translator/ Downloader
Damian Translator/ Uploader
Mitko Translator/ Downloader
Petar Translator/ Downloader
PlayHard Translator/ Downloader
Lora Translator/ Downloader

Table. 1 List of participants

Besides interviews, observations and informal talks, | also made use of diversity of
documents in the research process, such as Internet Providers websites and
brochures, internet-related publications about Bulgarian Internet Space, as well as
some statistics to throw light on the issues that were emerging during the inquiry.
To paraphrase Hammersley and Atkinson (1995), while doing ethnography, the

researcher is using whatever data is available and helpful for the research.

As ethnography involved a combination of techniques, this made possible to
assess the validity of inferences between indicators and concepts by examining
data relating to the same concept from participant observation, interviewing, and

documents (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995).

Themes that have been identified during the analysis of the recollected data have

enabled the production of "thick descriptions” (Geertz, 1973) of the file sharing
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practice in Bulgaria, giving insights into actors involved, roles, rules, rituals, norms

and incentives for file sharing.

An inductive approach to thematic analysis have been adopted, although not
purely inductive as implied by scholars, such as Glaser and Strauss (1967).
Theoretical ideas, commonsense expectations and stereotypes often play a key
role in the process of analysis. To paraphrase Hammersley and Atkinson (1995)
ethnographic analysis rarely starts from a well-defined theory but it is impossible
not to rely on the existing ideas of the ethnographer and those they can access in
the literature. Thus, it is important to consider them in order to make sense of the

data paying attention to not converting them into prejudgments.

In what follows | will briefly reflect on the kind of problems | encountered in doing
that kind of fieldwork. Moving back and forth between the various locations in
order to follow the chain did not always allow me to spend a long time on site so
as to get a proper experience of participation. This can be referred to as the

problem of " being there" of "multi-sited ethnography".

A second problem is described by Hakken (1999) as follows: “the extent to which
one must/should master and/or identify with the professional field(s) relevant to her
research” (p.57). As | found out in my research more than once, being a social
researcher, getting people to talk sometimes needs a bit more convincing. This
problem | frequently come across when talking to people with technical expertise
as here in particular | experienced being in a position of less authority than the
informant. This is also described as the problem of “studying up” (Beaulieu, 2010;

Dirksen, 2007). Studying up refers to the power differences between the
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researcher and the researched. The researcher and the informants are educated
in the same system and live in the same society. In studying up, the informant is
more capable of judging the skills and expertise of the ethnographer (Forsythe,
2001). This is in contrast with the traditional fieldwork situation in which the

ethnographer came literally from different world.

4.4.3 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

When dealing with Internet research ethics (IRE), definitive "answers" are often
elusive?*. The topic has been debated since the 1990s and some ethical
guidelines have been articulated (e.g. Ess & AolIR ethics working committee, 2002;
NESH, 2003; Markham & Buchanan, 2012) but continues to be an unsolved issue
for researchers (Buchanan, 2010; Sanders, 2005). The discussion around IRE is
inscribed in a wilder framework of research ethics, which as a strict discipline has
a relatively brief history. In ethical theory there have been concerns about basic
rights of the participants such as respect, privacy and self-determination.
Ethnographic research as other disciplines have the responsibility to protect from
harm and take into account the participants™ rights too. However, as Murphy and
Dingwall (2007) write, "these obligations are complex and will not be fulfilled by the
simple adherence to a prescriptive list of requirements. Indeed, given the diversity
and flexibility of ethnographies, and the indeterminacy of potential harm, a

prescriptive approach may be positively unhelpful * (p.347).

Harm in ethnography is impossible to predict up front as it depends more on the

participants” response to the interaction rather than the researcher’s intention and

24 See Burnet, Consalvo & Ess (2010)
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many times it is indirect in forms of anxiety, stress, embarrassment and may
reverse later, being that way invisible to the researcher. Respecting the rights is
neither guaranteed by simply signing an informal consent (which actually can harm
the confidentiality of the participants (Price, 1996) like in the present study). As
Murphy and Dingwall (2007) argue, researchers must rely more on their moral

sense and the ability to make decisions in the field.

Being conducted mostly online the concern of public/private becomes central for
that study. Sanders (in line with Rutter and Smith (2005)) argues that even though
“the web is a public domain and those who post information realize that it is not
private in the traditional sense of a personal conversation but accessible for
anyone to read” (2005, p.71). Participant observation as a method to understand
social interactions may not be as ethically controversial as actually taking data
(that is, quotations) from computer-mediated communications without any
permission from the individual. All quotations in this dissertation are made after the

expressed authorization of their author.

In the case of use of public online documents and venues their ownership is
recognized by references in the text. Following Lawson (2004) suggestion, the
consent and further identification of the participants in the interviews was more a
"negotiation" than a static item as suggested by classical research models.
Because of the nature of the sensitive data being collected in interviews (in some
cases relating to illegal activities) from the participants, it was necessary not only
to be very clear about how the research subject’s personal information would be

treated but negotiated with each one of them. Most of the participants consented
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to have their nicknames and be quoted in the academic work, others to be used
for data analysis only (no publication of text). | considered also essential that no
identifying information will be kept about research subjects, either in hard copy or

electronic form.

In the case of Zamunda.net where my participation was covert it was impossible to
negotiate a consent as | would reveal my identity as a researcher and this would
harm both the research and the members. To treat the online observation data
sensitively from that site, only data about traffic, rules and roles of users are
recorded. Individual online forum posts are not collected. In line with Sanders’
approach where "no information can be personally identified" (2005), using online
observation data for research without direct permission meets Marx’s (1998)
criteria of protecting individuals from harm. It is in no way deceptive to other
members during my presence, as reference to personal communications on that
site are kept to a minimum in this dissertation, and every attempt possible to hide
the identity of its members is taken. The observations of Zamunda were conducted
covertly for one more reason: if members of the community were aware they were
being watched by someone other than "one of their own" they would have revoked

my membership to the community.

On the other hand, creating a positive interview experience for both the participant
and the researcher could be a challenge in this research for a number of reasons.
Firstly, the interview discussions referred to illegal conduct so the topic has to be
dealt with carefully. It was important to create an environment where participants

feel comfortable in discussing their online behaviour. Jarvinen (2001) warns of the
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danger of lies and deceptions, which could be presented by the research subjects,
in both the online environment and the offline space. The possibility of talking or
being seen to be engaging in illegal practices may also encourage the research
subjects to give false and misleading information. Jarvinen (2001) comments, “this
information is exceedingly valuable to the fieldworker when it is recognized as
false” (p.84). The participants in this study didn't show any moral remorse about
being engaged in illegal practices or preoccupation of sharing this information with
me. Their predisposition helped me to some extent in creating the positive

environment.

By defining the field site as a network in accordance with the guidelines described
above, the field site transitions from a bounded space that the researcher dwells
within to something that more closely tracks the social phenomenon under study.
This site is constructed in terms of how such a phenomenon is perceived and
acted on by participants. The field site comes to be defined by the physical
movements, places indexed in speech and text, and social imaginings produced
by research participants. The researcher still, of course, plays a role in the sitting
of research interests, and the resulting field site is a collaboration between the

researcher and the researched groups.

Although not applicable to all field-based research, this approach is likely to be
particularly useful to certain topics of social research, including migration, new
communication technologies, broadcast media, transnationalism, and global

institutions, among many others.
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5 CHAPTER FIVE: THE IDEAL OF
COMMUNITY

Back in Chapter Three, the concept of the community as network was introduced
to define the context for this dissertation. The network concept was used to identify
key points in the amorphous mass phenomenon of the file sharing practice in

Bulgaria.

This chapter puts the methodology discussed in Chapter Four into context by
presenting the three main actors in the network of the file sharing practice which is
outcome of the field work— Internet Providers, torrent trackers and subtitling
websites. The material is organized following the logic of these three core hubs
and reveals insights from the conducted study. Firstly, the role of the Internet
Providers is discussed. Secondly, a closer look to Zamunda.net — the most
popular Bulgarian torrent tracker is presented as insights from observations. The
site was a point of intersection for this study and contributes overall to the
dissertation by providing details about the everyday file sharing activities
Bulgarian ordinary users engage in. Finally, | will expose the subtitling practice
using the most popular Bulgarian website for subtitles — Subsunacs.net with some

specific themes related to this part of the file sharing chain.

5.1 INTERNET PROVIDERS

5.1.1 PENETRATION AND SERVICE

The group that witnessed the transition of the country from communism to

democracy was the Pravetz generation. They were the pioneers who expanded
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Internet access, connecting the nation, through cyberspace, to the world. In 1997
Bennahum wrote that there were about 30 Internet providers and 300 host servers
and between 30,000 to 50,000 people with access to the network (not
differentiating between schools, work accounts or home access). At that time the
largest providers - Digital Systems and BIS OnLine - were run by entrepreneurs
whose first connection with computers was hacking with Pravetz. By 1998 the

providers had reached at least 100 (Belogusheva & Tom 2000).

Around 2001 the proliferation of Local Area Network (LAN) Providers started.
According to ARC Fund report, in 2004 there were about 200-300 LAN Providers
in the country. The common approach of these companies was to establish a base
in a particular place and build their own local network of cables. Initially these hung

between the buildings, but they were eventually buried underground.

Nowadays, the tendency among providers is to merge and get bigger. The logic is
to cooperate with others from the same region. Key informants for this study were
owners of three different companies and as an example used to illustrate this
tendency: Telnet is a Ltd. of two other LAN providers — Magi and GoLink and
covers the region of Veliko Turnovo® and Networx, with headquarters in Ruse?® is
the biggest Internet Provider in Northern Bulgaria, it is also a fruit of the union

between several smaller providers from the same area.

The biggest advantage for the users is the lack of speed limit between the

companies that merged when downloading or uploading material. For the rest of

25 City in Northern Bulgaria
26 City in Northern Bulgaria
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the Internet uses, as surfing the web or watching TV online the customers receive

the speed they are paying for.

The prices for fiber optic, which is the most common option for Internet
connectivity in Bulgaria, are very low in comparison to other European countries.
For example, Telnet offers 100Mbps for 12 euros per month for national
connectivity and 40Mbps for international. Networx has packages for 13 euros for
80Mbps Internet and digital television. The fast speed of the fiber optic has been
commented in interviews by experts as one of the main reasons for the

proliferation of the file sharing practice in Bulgaria:

ADSL technology has a big disadvantage and it is the following, if you have high
speed of download, you don't have any upload speed, it is very low, ridiculous
actually... let's say the faster ADSL in the world right now is 24 Mb of download
and not more than 1,5 Mb of upload. .. you cannot be a server with 1,5 Mb
speed of upload, this means you will destroy the quality of the rest of the

services you use at home.?’ (Evo)

The LAN providers get into contractual relationships with each other about their
mutual traffic and thanks to that cooperation, the local access speed increases —
the so called BG peering, "...provider A has built 10 gigabits connection to provider

B, provider B has built 10 gigabits connection to provider C, provider C to provider

27 "TexHonorusta Ha [JCJ1 uma euH orpoMeH HeAbr U TOM € CNeAHUs, ako T UMalLLl rofisiMa CKOpPOCT Ha AayHroaz Ha bnnoaj TV HMall HUKakea CKOpoCT , T €
MHOrO HWCKa, TSl € CMEeLUHa NPOCTO ... 3HA4M Aa KaxeM Taka u Han-6bpausi [JCIT B cBeTa B MOMEHTa MOXe [a TpaHcrnopTvpa Ao 24 merabuta CcKopocT Ha
cBansHe W [0 He noBeye OT MerabuT W MONoBYHA MaKCUMyM [0 CKOPOCT Ha KauBaHe ..He MOXe [a C CbC MerabuT U MonoBuHA CbPBBLP TOECT TU CU

YHULLIOXaBAaLL Ka4eCTBOTO Ha OCTaHanuTe yCryri, KOUTo rv nonasatl Bkbwu." (EBO)
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A and so on... these lateral connectivities are the bg peering” (Evo).?® The reason
for that is market approach, “ | am friend with you, we have optics everywhere, so
we connect fiber somewhere between us and start transporting...we exchange
traffic and it doesn’t cost us anything...and the Internet stays within Bulgaria”

(Evo).”®

This local picture of current players involved in providing Internet is a consequence
of a major conflict between the Bulgarian Telecommunication Company (BTC) and
the rest of the Internet providers that have begun to organize themselves against

the monopoly of the telephone infrastructure.

During Communism BTC was the main player in the telecommunication market,
holding an actual monopoly as it owned the main telecommunications backbone,
as well as the "last mile" connectivity infrastructure in the country. This situation
has been challenged during the years following the turn to a market economy as
the company denied access to its infrastructure to other possible providers and
later was asking very high prices for using it. Its privatization has been also a
contested process, which advanced slowly and hesitantly due to numerous

political squabbles and conflicting interests.
As a result, several phenomena are observed:

e At the begging the company offered an incredibly bad dial-up Internet

connection;

28 "[ocTtaBumk A cv e narpagun 10 rurabuta Bpb3ka ¢ gocTaBunk b, goctaBuvk b cu e nsrpagun 10 rurabuta Bpbaka ¢ goctaBuvk C , goctasumk C 10 rurabuta ¢
[0CTaBuvK A 1 T.H. Tusi HanNpeyHy CBBP3AHOCTU NMOMEXAY UM ca Taka HepedeHaTta bIm nubpuHr.” (EBO)
29 "A3 cbM npusiten ¢ Tebe, Mame ONTUKV HABCSIKbAE, CBbP3anu CMe HAKbAE BakHO Mex/y Hac 1 3anoysame [Ja TpaHcrnopTupame... obmMeHsime Tpaduk 1 ToBa

He HW cTpyBa HULWO...IHTepHeTa cu ocTaBa Ha TeputopusTa Ha benrapus.” (Eso)
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e The LAN Providers made their cable networks independently from BTC,
although in the begging they were hanging between buildings;

e The already privatized BTC launched the ADSL service a generation later
and after the appearance of the LANs offering fiber optic;

e The country skipped the use of new technologies through the use of
existing infrastructure - which could’ve been the less expensive option for

the budget.

Thus, the country avoided the BTC’s monopoly and today that company is not the
only one with international connectivity. Specter, Interoute, Orbitel, ITD, Pantel,
Neter, among other major providers, have their international connectivity
independently of the national company. Today, only a small part of the

international connectivity passes through the BTC.

In comparison to Western European countries, the Bulgarian telecom has a small
role in providing Internet services to the population. In fact, as it is the only Internet
Provider offering ADSL instead of fiber optic, the number of its users is
insignificant, “BTC has 200 000 subscribers, which is ridiculous taking into account
that the users in Bulgaria are around 4 000 000” (Evo).*° The hard data by NSI
(2013) show the same picture with almost 93% of broadband connection against

only 7% of ADSL.

It should be recognized that finding themselves in a situation characterized by

deterring economic factors and absence of decisive administrative steps toward

30 “BTK uma 200 000 aboHaTa, koeTo e cMeLLHOo,a noTpebutenute B Bbnrapus 3a okono 4 000 000.” (EBo)
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creating a favorable environment for the penetration of the Internet, entrepreneurs

undertook creative maneuvering starting with delivering to the users Ethernet:

Unprofessional standard (according to telecoms), when we started it was
amateur. 'Ethernet’ to the end user. Ethernet which is a classic network
connection to him, to their network card. Thanks to the fact that Ethernet is the
most popular technology for information transfer, its prices are very low so we
were able to invest little money and made a serious market penetration, we

were everywhere.?! (Evo)

5.1.2 THE DEVELOPMENT OF “FREE SERVICES”

Since the Internet is reality in Bulgaria, the microcosm of the Bulgarian Internet
space is offering unlimited, free and high-speed connection access to easily

reachable audio, video files and software.

Important role for establishing such practice is played by the Internet providers in
this country. More than a decade ago, one of the leading Internet providers at that
moment ProLink (also known as Techno-Link), launched a free hosting service site
offering 1 GB of space for unlimited use. ProLink's offer was accessible only from
Bulgaria due to the high price of international Internet traffic and users quickly

caught its true potential — it had greater capacity for storage.

The hosting service of Techno-link equipped with search engines, alphabetical

lists and bulletin boards stored tens of thousands of music, movies, software. This

31 "HenpodbecuoHanHus cTaHAapT criopef TenekomuTe, Kkorato Hue 3anodsaxme 6Gewe nobutenckn. 'ETepHeT” [0 KkpaiHuaT aboHaT. ETepHeT e
Knacuyecka,ob1kHoBEHa MpexoBa BPb3Ka [0 Hero, BbB MpexoBaTa My kapTa. bnaropaperue Ha Toa obaye, Ye eTepHeTa e Haii-nonynspHaTa TeXHOmNorms 3a
TpaHcnopT Ha I/IH(*)OpMaUMH B CBeTa, UeHUTe 1 ca MHOIMo HUCKKU, HUe npaBuxme HUCKN UHBECTULUN N MpaBexme MHOro cepuosHa neHeTpaﬁu_laH Ha nasapa,ToecT

Hue npobuxme Hascsikbae." (EBO)
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type of free hosting was very attractive to the users. ProLink customers were
having priority access with fast connection to the system. As part of the Internet
services company Spectrum Net, ProLink was an important income channel,

always looking for growth and higher customer satisfaction.

ProLink had also developed a file sharing system, where users could upload large
amounts of data on publicly visible directories, thus allowing others to download

from a central server that was safe and extremely reliable.

For example, on ProLink’'s website a sophisticated forum had separate
discussions for exchanging or requesting links to movies, music, software or
games. Users who reached their limit of 1 GB could ask for more space. It was
often assigned to them once the number of files that had been uploaded to the
server was revised. The hosting service of Techno-Link offered catalogues of
thousands of MP3 audio files located on the server. To avoid duplicate files,
companies like ProLink were performing specific scanning procedures in order to

remove already existing content from the server.

But how did this happen in the first place? Possible explanation was given to me
from a former regional manager of one of the biggest Internet Providers in the

country:

Let me give you an example, imagine that you want to watch a new movie, you
start looking and you find it on a free foreign server. What you do as a fan is
start downloading it using international Internet traffic, this movie crosses the
whole world to come to you. This costs crazy money. The International traffic is

20-30 times more expensive than the national. Ok, you re only one user but in 5
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days everybody knows that the movie is over there and starts downloading it
too. Even if you have the whole Internet in the world, everybody is downloading
by themselves and you as a business person cannot afford to spend so much
on international traffic. Your whole channel will be blocked up by the stupid
movie that everybody downloads. So in order to survive in that situation, which
is very often one, what should you do? You have to limit your users, to
download within Bulgaria. Ok, let's say Data.bg in Sofia exists and you, who are
in charge of your network in Ruse, every time users start looking for the movie
in question, you say they download it always from data.bg. Practically, you are
cashing the content. In 2001, 2002 and 2003 Data.bg and Arena.bg were big
with a lot of information and the small Internet providers, well they send you to
download from there, they route your traffic so they can pay less. But data.bg is
in Sofia and we are in Ruse so they don't want to pay this traffic to Sofia and
they make their own free server, so the Internet is staying within the

city.®’(Snejana)

These free servers were helping providers indirectly to gain market advantages

over other providers that didn't support them, that is to say, gain customers. As

U.S. Special 301 Priority Foreign Country Watch List came out, the government

was pressed to take steps:

32

"Heka Aa ™ gam npuMmep, npencrtasu cu, 4e Uckaw fa rnegail HoB qﬁ)VIJ'IM W1 no4vBawl fa ro Tepcull U ro Hamupall Ha 4y>XaecCTpaHeH CbBpbp. W ToBa, koeTo

npaBuLL kaTo (heH e Aa MOYHeLl [a ro TeruL U3MNOoMn3Baiik MexAyHapoAeH NHTepHET, To3n unM NpekocsiBa cBeTa, 3a Ja CTUrHe Ao Teb. Toa cTpyBa nyau
napu. MexgyHapopHusT Tpaduk e 20-30 MbTW No-Ckbn OT HaumoHanHus. Ok, T ¢ camo eauH notpebuTen, Ho cned 5 AHW BCUYKK 3HAAT, Ye dunma e Tam
HsiKbJEe W noyBaTt Aa ro TernsT. [opu v Aa umall uenust IHTepHeT Ha cBeTa, Bcekn cans 3a cebe cu 1 T1 kaTo BU3HEeCMeH He MoXell Ja cu No3BoNuW Aa
n3pasxofBall TONMKOBa MHOMO MexayHapopeH Tpadwuk. LlenusT Tm kaHan we e 3anyweH ¢ Tbnus unm, KOWTo BCWuku TenrsT. M 3a ga oueneelw B Tasu
cuTyauus, KOsTo € AocTa YecTa, KakBo TpsibBa ga Hanpasww? Tpsbsa ga orpaHuyuw notpebutenute cu aa ceansat B Bbnrapus. Ok, Aa kaxem gata.6r B
Codhus cbluecTByBa 1 TW, KOWTO CU Ha Yeslo Ha MpexaTa cu B Pyce, BCeku MbT Korato noTpebutenute noyHaTt Aa TbpCsAT BBNPOCHUS UM, T Kassall Ja To
cBanaT BUHarM ot Aata.br . Ha npaktuka kelwwmpal cbabpxanueTto. Mpes 2001, 2002, 2003 aata.br v apeHa.6r Gsixa ronemum ¢ MHOrO MHdopMaums n
MankuTeVIHTEpHeT JocTaBuMuy, e Te Te mpalat Ja cBassll oTTam., Te T pyTupaT Tpadwmka, 3a Aa nnawat no-manko. Ho gata.6r e B Codusi, a HUe cme B

Pyce v 3a ga He nnawat Tpadwuka Ao Codus cu HanpaBuxa cu Hanpaevxa Opu CbpBUPU TYK, Taka VIHTepHeT ce BbpPTU Tyk B rpaga.” (CHexaHa)
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So Bulgaria took care of these servers, we had to go out of 301 list, they did it,
they shut them down, loads of colleagues of mine 'burned out’, what does it
mean, operations in their offices, confiscating machines, etc., and that thing was
over and since then you don’t have where to download the movie from and

watch it directly, | mean click and watch the movie.*® (Evo)

The study E-Bulgaria Report (ARC Fund, 2006) also accentuated the tendency to
shut down the free servers, despite the fact this wouldn’t lead to their extinction. It
was noted that providers of services to a certain number of customers (up to 1000
users) "hid" their servers, making them visible only to their clients. The information
about them was passed from mouth to mouth or using false names, private IPs,
traffic re-direction and other techniques that were allowed to distract, at least
partially, a possible inspection. The power of these internal servers was provided

by some bigger external source.

The largest providers began transferring the contents of the servers to its
customers and performing as mere brokers of their P2P networks. Even in this
case the state was putting pressure on providers and users of the P2P networks,
actively confiscated material and made threats®*. Eventually, private torrent
trackers appeared substituting these P2P networks and the cyber police is still

trying to shut down some of them once in a while but new ones are always

popping-up.

33 "...3Hauu Bbnrapus ce norpuxm Te3n CbpBbLPU Aa M1 3aTBopy, TpsibBalue Aa nanesem ot cnvucbk 301, Hanpasuxa ro, 3aTBOPKXa M KOETM MHOTO UMax, KOUTO
n3ropsixa no Tosi HAUYMH KaKBO O3HAYaBa M3ropsixa NokasHu onepauun B oucuTe UM, U33eMaHe Ha MalUMHW W T.H. TOBA HELLO MPWKITIOYM OTTaM HaceTHe creq
KaTo HAMa Beye OT Kb/e [a TernuL U a rnejall AUPEeKTHO TOeCT caMo Aa KNvKHEL 1 Aa.. unma Ha TpbrHe...” ( EBo)

34 For example, the case of Go Link in the city of Gorna Oriajovitsa where at the begging of 2006 the servers of the company supporting P2P network under the
DC++ protocol were confiscated
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All users interviewed for the study made reference to the existence of torrent
tracker associated with their correspondent Internet provider used basically by the
local community.®* They are very small but still existing as a service and

commodity of their clients.

The Internet providers that had been approached for interviews support such
torrent trackers too. In one case there was evidence of the co-existence of torrent
tracker with a hidden FTP server accessible to the customers of that provider. On
this website | found instructions how to set your computer so you can access the
server. As | was temporarily in the city and using pre-paid WiFi card®® and that
option was available only for users with a permanent Internet contract, | couldn’t

access the server itself.

Further information about Internet providers™ particular torrent services announced
on the company's websites was impossible to collect in interviews, which is
understandable given the fact that the topic is quite conflictive legally speaking
while in the country file sharing systems have been interpreted from the providers

so far as a business possibility to gain customers.

The law enforcing system in Bulgaria has been notoriously slow and inefficient,
and lack the interest and experience in policing digital technology. In the vast
mess of critics from EU about the low efficiency of the judicial system in terms of

organized "mafia" crime, cyber crimes haven't been exactly a priority area. This

35 By local | mean here the clients of the specific Internet Provider
36 The provider offers WiFi coverage, visible from everywhere in the city. For example, if you don’t want a router in your house you can buy a pre-paid WiFi card
for unlimited access for only 5 Euros per month and connect to the Internet from any point using the WiFi city network.
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have been a long enough situation for others to benefit and for the popularity of

the LAN providing the service to grow unabated.

Thus, users and Internet entrepreneurs have become accomplices in a game that
makes the practice go on. They refuse to be captive of economic circumstances
and lack of political will. They try to take their fortune into their own hands and,
interestingly, choose solutions involving attempts at a "potlatch economy”, a notion
borrowed by de Certeau from Mauss to signify "an interplay of voluntary
allowances that counts on reciprocity and organizes a social network articulated by
'the obligation to give' " (de Certeau, 1984, p. 27). In this case, the obligation to
give is applied to things that actually are not users” own (software, music, films,

etc.), but the principle remains valid.

5.2 ZAMUNDA.NET

It is difficult to say how many torrent trackers operate in Bulgaria right now.

According to my observations, file sharing is how so widespread in Bulgaria that
the collective in question is beginning to make up a population quite similar to the
"conventional” music and movie audiences. Zamunda.net is without a doubt the
most visited and used Bulgarian torrent tracker. The Web Information Company

Alexa is placing it into the Top 10 Sites in Bulgaria (see Figure 1).
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Top Sites in Bulgaria s
The top 500 sites in Bulgaria. [+]

1 Facebook

facebook.com

A social utility that connects people, to keep up with friends. upload photos, share links and ... More
W dirir i Search Analytics »  Audience »
2 Google
google.bg
BErenrapckarta BepCHA HA ThpPCeLa MallunHa.
+ir i W Ty Search Analytics » Audience

3 MNeoBux
neobux.com
MeoBux excels in providing new business solutions as a Paid-to-Click semvice where users can mu... More
***1:?{:‘,:' Search Analytics » Audience m

4 Google
google com
Enables users to search the world's information. including webpages. images. and videos. Offers._. More
i dirfr <y Search Analtics = Audience s

5 YouTube

youtube.com

YouTube is a way to get your videos to the people who matter to you. Upload. tag and share your___ Mare
L 8 & & g Search Analytics » Audience »
6 Abwv. bg

abw. bg
HM-mefn cepebp 0T BeArapuAa.

+iror Wrir ¥y Search Analytics = Audience »

T Zamunda NET

zamunda.net

i iy i 7 Search Analytics » Audience »

Figure 1.Top sites in Bulgaria

It is situated just after the most popular social networking site Facebook, two
versions of Google — Google.bg and Google.com, Neobux — the paid-to-click

services, Youtube and the Bulgarian hotmail website Abv.bg.

Zamunda.net is a form of computer-mediated communication that is defined by
participation and presence. Like the online forum explored by Campbell, Greenhill
and Fletcher (2002), it exhibits “tribe-like” group boundaries.The website operates
by requiring users to register with the site.When the website showed up for the first
time (2004) the method for controlling registration was an invitation system in
which active and contributing members are given the ability to grant a new user
permission to register at the site. Invitations, typically sent via email or an invite
code system, are normally granted to active users who have uploaded a pre-
determined amount or meet specific upload-to-download ratio requirements. Later

in time the policy changed and from time to time free registration was possible,
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while most of the time the website was closed for new registrations. It is a wide
spread practice amongst the population in Bulgaria to share the accounts. For
example, by 2012 Zamunda.net had 500.000 registered users but the real
numbers are higher and impossible to trace as one account is almost always
shared with friends and family. The website monitors how many users upload or
download, and in most situations, enforces a minimum upload-to-download ratio
so it is very important if you own an account and decide to share it with somebody
to notify this person to maintain the minimum ratio in order to keep the account in
good conditions. Some of the benefits of being a torrent website with your own
tracker server are the higher speed, tighter community®’and safer downloads. The
site has strict rules so files containing malware are extremely uncommon. The
membership is an indicator for boundary and exclusivity as all requests to join are
screened. This is different from public file sharing, which is open to anyone with an

Internet connection.

There were number of useful ‘lessons learnt’ from my stay on such a private file

sharing community website:

e Gaining insights into the community structure and the various online
services available to members;
e Beginning to understand the obligations of community members, the rules

of the community and the ways in which members communicate.

With some knowledge of these elements of the community, | initially found out

that:

37 in the sense of Rheingold’s community (1996)
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e Certain characteristics can be identified that seem to support a sustainable
community — quality control, rules, roles, detailed information, range of
content available;

e Participation is an important component for sustainability of this
community; and

e A medium level of technical competence is necessary to engage.

This initial stage was important in understanding that the site was operating as a
community, as this is described in early studies of online communities
(Baym,1995; Hine, 2000; Jones, 2003; Rheingold,1996; Smith & Kollock, 2003). It
presents: (a) commitment among members (Jones, 2003), (b) existence of limits
that define who is and who isn't part of the community (Watson,1997) and finally
(c) norms and rules of behavior (McLaughlin, Osborne & Smith,1995; Smith &

Kollock, 2003; Watson,1997).

The site was a point of interception and useful to help me become familiar with day

—to-day activities of Bulgarian users.

Usability is a well-established concept in Human-Computer Interaction Design,
being concerned with developing computer systems to support rapid learning, high
skill retention and low error rates. Such systems support high productivity: they are
consistent, controllable and predictable (Schneiderman, 1998), in much the same
way that the cultural practices inscribed within Zamunda.net provide an
environment which is consistent, controllable and predictable. Preece (2000)

argues that the effect of such inscription on online communities is that users are
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able to communicate with each other, find information, and navigate the

community software with ease.

Zamunda.net is efficient on matter - designed to distribute large amounts of
content using BitTorrent protocols. Members can download available digital
content files using a torrent software application (such as uTorrent). Zamunda.net

has a ritual and symbolic aspect, it requires regular contribution and participation.

In order to become and remain a member of Zamunda.net, an individual must
recognize and abide by the cooperative norms of the community (Putnam, 1995).
To a new member, the community norms are not clear, unless a person has
previous experience with a community such as Zamunda.net. To understand these
norms a relatively inexperienced user needs to look for patterns of activities or

rituals that occur on a daily or some other regular basis.

Participation here can be seen through the activities a member engages in within
the online community. Different classes of members have different privileges in the

community which determine their activities (see Figure 2).

+ User classes and rights.

User The default dass of new members.

A user who has been registered for at least 20 days, has uploaded at least 50 GB and

has a ratio abowve 1.05. The promotion is automatic when these conditions are met.

A user who has the rights to upload torrent files to the site. If you want to be an

uploader here and meet the criteria written below, submit this form.

A user who has the rights to upload torrent files. The promotion is given by a

Uploader moderator.

A user who has the rights to upload torrent files to the site. The promotion is given by

an administrator.

vIP A user who has the rights to upload torrent files and has additional contribution to the
site.

Junior Moderator Appointed by a moderator for a one-month probation.

Moderator Can edit/delete uploaded torrents, moderate user comments and disable user
accounts (IPs as well).

Administrator Takes care for almost everything in the site.

Boss The owner of the site.

Power User

Junmior Uploader

Super Uploader

Figure 2. User classes and rights
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The discussion here is from the point of view of a Power User (me — samater98).
Once logged in, at the top of the site some information about the user is shown

(see Figure 3).

(]3] [obe aowsn, samater98 YacoT 6 owerTa e: 10:37 407

P 1,149 Kasero: 3,08 T8 Ceaneno: 268 T8 (ohossea e ha 244) (ko ] ropes oxaut cnta) [ wonme ropesmi [ raroe ][ eouni ) [ iy L (0 ogn)

Figure 3. Member Welcome bar

Rating (Petimune) is the ratio of the member which is calculated on the total
uploads and downloads in the community. Additional information about the user is
available going to the member's profile page by clicking on the name at that
member welcome bar and there, the member’s rank is listed as the number of

torrent comments, forum posts and total downloads performed.

A member’s rank is determined by their share ratio. This ratio is calculated on a
member's volume of downloads compared to the amount they share with the
community. For example, a share ratio of 1 means that a member has shared the

same amount of content they have downloaded from the community.*®

Each member is categorized in one of the following 9 groups. In order of assumed
authority, the site lists: administrator, moderator, junior moderator, VIP, super
uploader, uploader, junior uploader, power user and user (see Figure 2 for rights

details).

There are no statistics available such as total number of registered users or how

many are the members in each rank. The current active users are neither listed at

38 Share does not equate with uploading new content
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any moment. During the period of the observations on the home page of the
website, the news that they have reached the number of 500.000 was shown for a
period of one week and as a consequence they were closing the possibility for
new registrations temporarily. In an interview with an uploader from Zamunda.net
he shared that “we are 50 very active and there are a 100 more not so active

uploaders"(lvo).**

Members can be promoted into a higher rank based on their ratio which leads to
more privileges and status within the community, "having Uploaders rights is a
question of 'prestige’, at some point you can be promoted to VIP, VIPs have the
same rights as Uploaders but with special contribution to the site" (PlayHard).*
The key for gaining and maintaining more privileges is to participate actively and
be reciprocal. The member roles determine not only members privileges but also

obligations.

Members are obliged to actively participate and interact regularly within the
community in order for membership to exist. It is important to note though that this
is not made clear on joining the community, and it is not highlighted any more than
any other topics in the frequently asked questions. One of the reasons
Zamunda.net has been sustainable for 10 years now and could be considered

successful is due to the regular participation of members of the community.

If a member ceases to participate for a defined period of time (4 weeks), the

member’s account is terminated. This rule is a motivating factor for regular

39 “50 cMe MHOrO aKTVBHUTE, MHave aa uma ouwle 100 no-cnabo akTusHW.” (MBO)
40 "Bbnpoc Ha "npecTux” ca Tesn bnnoyaepcky npaea, BCbLHOCT, B AafeH MOMEHT, Moxe Aa Te nosuwart o VIP, Bunosete umaTt npasa, kaTo Ha bnnoyaepure,

HO ca CbM creumanHu 3acnyrv B canta.” (PlayHard)
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interaction. Some authors in the literature argue that positive and regular
contribution behaviors can improve organizational effectiveness (Goodman & Datrr,
1998; Olivera, Goodman & Tan, 2008) and this appears to be the case in

Zamunda.net.

On the other hand, in the very philosophy of peer-to-peer technology lies the
principle of reciprocity. Values of reciprocity are embedded in the design of
systems that use such technology, such as private file sharing communities like
Zamunda.net. Wellman and Gulia (1999) acknowledge that even between
strangers, there is evidence of reciprocal supportiveness; communities like
Zamunda.net operate on a strong sense of reciprocity (favors given and received),
in addition to a strong sense of fairness (Wasko & Faraj, 2000). In fact, these
regular multiple exchanges with unknown members form the norms of the

Zamunda.net community.

The daily rituals of members are closely related to the options visible on the
Navigation Bar (see Figure 4), with the following discussion focused on the

commonly used features within Torrents.

MpusTenu Nanasiuum (18+) Video Wrpn Crmeacn Myznxa

L) k2 i L & (2} 2 3

Hauano TopeHnTn 3anBKu NMpodnn ®opymu Karanozm CybTuTpn Exnn

Figure 4. Navigation Bar

The navigation bar allows members to move to any part of the community at any

time from any other location within the community. There are links to:
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e Request (3as6ku) — you can sent a request to the team for content you
want to be uploaded, this option is not available for Users;

e Forums (®opymu) — links to discussions on topics, such as software,
hardware, discussion of technical issues of the site, general chat, inquiries
and much more;

e Team (Ekun) — you can send a message to the team, but you cannot
actually see whom are you writing to. An empty message is displayed so
you can write down your question. Very specific situations in which the
team is not answering are given in a pop-up window: (a) if you don't write
in Cyrillic alphabet**; (b) if the answer can be found in FAQ section; (c) if
your request is related to upgrading your rank and you don't deserve it;
and (d) if the questions are related to software, games, problems with the

torrents, etc., you should go to the related discussion in Forums.
Above the main bar there are links to:

e Rules (llpasuna) - a list of the rules of being a member of the
community,and

e FAQ - answers to frequently asked questions about the community.

The Torrents (TopeHmu) option lists all content available for download. The
majority of activity for the members is situated in the above mentioned options,
with the other features*? on the Navigation Bar, seen as periphery activities to the

file sharing community. The Rules and FAQ features are information pages mostly

41 Itis a common practice for all Bulgarians to use Latin alphabet and write phonetically in Bulgarian when chatting or writing unofficial messages or emails. Latin
alphabet is not official in Bulgaria and that practice is not correct linguistically speaking. Lately, there is some tendency within the Bulgarian Internet Space to
protect the Cyrillic and require from users to comment using it when they write in Bulgarian.

42  Other options available on the navigation bar not discussed here are links to videos, music, game and picture websites as also some advertisement links
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used when first joining the community and not really used on an ongoing basis; the
Profile (lpogpun), Catalogues (Kamanosu) and Subtitles (Cybmumpu) are
dynamically updated so they give up-to-date information, but they are also only
used on a rare need-to-know basis, much like the information pages. Other
features, such as Forums are used also as information sources; however
observing such activities situated here posed difficulties from an ethical
perspective so they are not discussed, although it is acknowledged that they are
an important, but not integral part of the file sharing practice. The Forums is a
discussion board posting links to discussions on software and hardware,
discussion on technical issues of the site, suggestions, inquiries, general chat, etc.
On an arbitrary day of the observations, the statistics were showing 347,114
comments within 8,352 discussions **. Due to ethical reasons, the forum was not

included in the covert observations and is not discussed further.

The Rules page lists the rules relating to being a member of the community and
more detailed information can be found in Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ).The
FAQ page lists answers to frequently asked questions about the community and
how it works. The list is presented as a topic and associated questions. The topics
include: user classes and rights; uploading; user information; torrent information;
configuration and user's questions, such as uploading and seeding speed;
differences between seeders and leechers; What does the uploader do?; What is
the rating and how can | raise it?; Why can't | use some sections?; and Why can't

| write comments?

43 “HawwTte notpebutenu ca Hanucanu 347,114 komeHTtapa B 8,352 Temun” (Zamunda.net)
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Zamunda.net penalizes with a ban in relation to two activities: uploading files and
sharing. If a file is uploaded without following the specific instructions for quality
and detailed information, then the user is banned for a period of one month after
which period he could negotiate the situation. Thus, quality of the available content

within the community is maintained.

In relation to sharing, a ban occurs when a member refuses to share the
downloaded material within the community. If members are only downloading
without sharing back, this will be reflected in their share ratio. If they continue to
download new content and not share it back, their ratio will reach 0% and they will
be expelled from the community. This information is not formally codified in the
rules; rather it is part of the informal learnings from within the community. The
strong rule of active participation and reciprocity also remove the ability to free ride
(download without sharing) for extended periods of time in comparison to public

file sharing communities where a tendency to free ride could be found.

Members of Zamunda.net have a strong trust, not specifically in others from the
community as Putnam (1995) says, but a trust in the community as an "always on
- meeting place". The trust is that there will be a community available to participate
in, trust that the content available will be of the highest quality. So in some ways
there is trust in the system operators and administrators to fulfill all these
expectations, and these expectations are built as much as possible into the rules
and the rituals of the community. There is also trust that others will respect and

embrace these rules to contribute to maintaining a sustainable community.
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It is important to remember the distinction between members that administer and
maintain the site (administrators, junior moderators and moderators), members
with privileges to upload (junior uploaders, uploaders, super uploaders and VIPS),
and members with few privileges (power users and users) (see Figure 2). The
majority of members don’t have any administrator rights and have limited
privileges in accessing the content and tools compared to the other two groups.
Those in this least privileged member group (which samater98 belongs to)
basically engage in three activities: browsing content, downloading and sharing

content, and interacting with other members.

Browsing content is very easy and it constitutes one of the main activities on site.
It is possible to find content searching in Torrents, Catalogues and also choose

specific categories from the 36 existing ones at Zamunda.net.

Content is listed in order of date/time added (except in a few instances), and its
category is visible. The listing of “all” content is much like a dynamic television
program guide, being updated many times a day with new things to
watch/listen/read/play. The main differences in the television analogy are that you
can not only "watch" (access) content that is being screened (uploaded) right now
(or even from that day), but you can search and browse back through previously
uploaded content to the community for what could be considered a reasonable
period of time. The other main difference is that there is little predictability in what
content will be uploaded at any time (very different from the usually predictable

daily/weekly shows on television). With less predictability, the most recent airings
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(or pre-airings in Bulgaria) of weekly television shows from the US (such as Game
of Thrones), and airings of popular weekly local free-to-air television shows (such
as Under cover**) are among the most regularly uploaded to the community, and
also the latest blockbuster movie, either before it is released in Bulgaria or just

after its release in the US.

On an arbitrary day, 129838 torrent files were listed on the site (see Figure 5).
During the whole period of observations the 10 most active torrents were always
movies and TV shows with available subtitles in Bulgarian language, which is

represented with a Bulgarian flag next to the torrent file.

<< lMpegmuxa Cnegsaua ==

1-20 21-40 41-60

Figure 5. Navigate the pages of content

The size of content available ranges widely from what could be considered very
small (1 megabyte) to very large (60 gigabytes). This could suggest that a
significant amount of storage space is needed, although the community is using
distributed technology, the servers that actually host the community don’t host all

the content.

Administrators decide which content to filter through Zamunda, so it is available to
its members. There is a non-obvious association between the focal actor of
Zamunda and the success of the community and the happiness of its members. In
order for members to have enough content regularly to satisfy their needs, new

content must be sourced and approved by the administrators of Zamunda.

44 Mop npukputue
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This content comes from "top sites”, called "the Scene" and members with the

authority to upload:

The system is even more complex, there are people who record, then those
who process, upload... firstly, everything is uploaded on the so-called Scene -
several trackers where the material is uploaded directly by the people who
record and process it, those who record the TV series, and then for a question
of seconds, people with an inhumanly fast Internet upload everything on their

websites - such people are the uploaders at Zamunda.* (Damian)

It is the ability to source content from outside the community (which is often more
current than content uploaded from a member’s own collection) which is translated

into “success” of the community and “happiness” of its members.

Strong technical skills are needed to participate both at the community level, and
also higher up in "the Scene". Strong technical skills are needed to implement
encryption, and to mask their existence.There is little doubt that those involved at

the grassroots of "the Scene" are "the brains of the operation".

Two groups of users - administrators and uploaders are "looking after" the rest of
"mortal" members. Without them, available content won't exist as such. Similar to
the hacker ethics, they have the strong belief that they are providing for
themselves and their peers, "l do it to learn something and to make people happy

and to offer them access to the culture of others" (PlayHard).*® Those participating

45 "Tam cuctemaTa e [opu MO-CroXHa. UMa Xopa, KOUTO 3anuceat, nocne TakvBa, KouTo obpaboTsaT, kayBaT... Haln-MbPBO BCWUYKO ce kayBa Ha T.Hap. CueHa -
HSIKOSIKO TpaKepa, B KOMTO KayBaT AMPEKTHO XopaTa, KOMTO 3anucsaT u 06paboTear, ChLUO 1 OHE3M, KOUTO 3anucBaT cepuanuTe oT TeneBusnsiTa, cnej Toea 3a
CeKyHAW Xopa C He4YoBeLUKN 6'bp3 WHTEepHEeT Ka4yBaT BCUYKO MO TEXHUTE cantose - Takvea Xopa ca bnoyabpute B samyH/:La." (,D,aMilH)

46 "[la Hay4ya Hello HOBO M Ja pajBaM xoparta, fja ce AOKOCHAT [0 KynTypaTa Ha octaHanute." (PlayHard)
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in the administration and moderation of file sharing sites like Zamunda.net can be

considered hackers to some extent.

Without this ritualistic injection of new and current content from "top sites”, the
community could risk becoming stale and irrelevant. New and current content
ensures members return to the community regularly, and continue to participate
through seeding/leeching this new content. New refers to "new" to the community
and "current" refers to content recently released by content creators and

producers, such as the latest alboum/movie/software.

5.2.4 DOWNLOADING AND SHARING CONTENT

Essentially Zamunda.net is a distributed network of files and users, with the peer-
to-peer (BitTorrent) technology supporting sharing activities of the decentralized
community. This means content (e.g. a movie file) is not actually stored within the
community, only a file with instructions on where to access it is stored. "Torrent" is
the format of the file (.torrent, comparable to a .txt or .pdf file format) that is listed
on the community for download. The file is a small text file with information for the
computer to find the actual content file for download from other members’ PCs.
Using some free torrent software application (such as BitComet or uTorrent etc.),

the downloaded torrent file is opened and the download begins automatically.

The facilities are not available for just any member to upload new content to the
community. Members are only expected to share content that they have
downloaded in this community. This is different from uploading new content for
others to download, although the terms uploading and sharing are often used

interchangeably.
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A good analogy is to think of downloading individual pages of a book in any order
and then bringing them together to read them in the correct order after
downloading. Others that request the same full file (through downloading the same
.torrent file) are soon referred to as a "seed", as well as a leech as they will soon
have something, however minor, downloaded to share back to the next person.
Remember the full file does not have to be fully downloaded to be a "seed", it can
be the smallest piece. There is no limit to how many files can be downloaded and

shared back at any time, so often these activities happen in parallel.

A second example, also related to a book, gives a different analogy. Think of a
book in the library, it first has to be placed in the library to be borrowed. For
content in the community, it first has to be "uploaded/seeded" (placed in the
library). However what is uploaded is a torrent file (which gives information to the
computer where to pick up the full content file), rather than the full content file
being available on the site. This can be thought of as an entry in an old library
catalogue, which points to where the book is on the shelves. For most public
torrent sites like thepiratebay.org, it is possible for almost anyone to register and
upload torrent files. However, in these much less public sites as Zamunda.net, this
activity is restricted to a small amount of members, suggesting an attempt to
maintain not only quality control but also restrictions over the content made

available.

A fundamental concept of peer-to-peer networks is sharing. It works on the basis

that those who download also share that content back within the community. Thus,
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participants take on a number of roles. In BitTorrent communities, users/peers

engage in two main activities:

e seed or seeder — a member’s computer with a partial or complete copy of
the content file (at least one seed computer with a complete copy must exist
for a download to begin — the original seed);

e leech or leecher — a user who downloads files with the option to share

(upload) that content back within the community.

In Zamunda.net, basically the same roles exist, however the leech must share
content. Thus, each member must act as a seed in addition to being a leech. A
member can be a leech and seed at the same time (e.g. beginning to share a
partial file/s they are still downloading) or only a seed (just sharing the file/s they

have downloaded from within this community).

It is possible for a member to act only as a leech (downloading and not sharing
content), however this is a manual change that would need to be made to the
torrent software application being used (as the default is always to share
downloaded content, the inscribed reciprocity of the torrent technology). However,
being only a leech indefinitely would result in a minus share ratio (sharing less

than you are downloading), and ultimately being removed from the community.

BitTorrent generally works on the premise that you:

1. Find a "torrent" (usually on a site such as thepiratebay.org).

2. Click and download that file to your computer.
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3. Open the file in a torrent software application (such as utorrent) in order to

download it.

The full content file begins to download during which time the software
automatically starts to "share" with other users (who subsequently download it) by
default. This file (even if it is only partially downloaded) will continue to be shared
until the user either physically stops it (by pressing stop while selecting the file) or
by closing the application. It appears that the only real incentive for ongoing
sharing in public file sharing communities, such as thepiratebay.org is the
knowledge that you are in turn making the content (or part of it) available for others

to download, often termed "gifting" (Skageby & Pargman, 2005).

Zamunda.net is different from other well-known file sharing communities, such as
thepiratebay.org, because it requires reciprocity and active participation in order to
remain part of the community. In such communities the question is not only
relaying on the inscribed in the peer-to-peer technology reciprocity, but also in how
the community is designed and organized in order to guarantee that reciprocity

and active participation that sustain it.

Sharing is an activity that all community members must partake in. To share, a
member only needs to download content through the community and while their
computer is turned on, the torrent application is open and the network is
connected, the content they have downloaded (even if only partial) will then be
automatically uploaded (shared) with others in the process of downloading it from

the community.
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In this case we talk about sharing as sharing downloaded content on an everyday
basis participation. Most members can only share the content they have
downloaded from the community (apart from those with upload privileges).
Experience and technical skills often translate into more participation. Those with
higher levels of experience and technical skills are more likely to have their
computers turned on longer, and to see the importance of them "seeding” content

for long periods of time.

Only a small group of members (150 total of 500 000 registered users at
Zamunda.net) are entitled to upload content to the community. In order to become
an uploader you need to have a minimum of 1.05 ratio which depends on your
downloading and sharing activities within the community. Once you have this ratio
you can apply for Uploader and you become one after successful completion of

the one month probation period.

For those users with rank Uploader, experience to share could mean not only
sharing what is downloaded, but when responding to a request, they need to
decide if they have the experience to match the request (for content in the context
of Zamunda.net). If a person responding to a request doesn’t easily find the exact
match, they need to decide if they want to continue the search until a match is
found. This decision is usually based on the person’s experience in retrieving
requests for content previously, the perceived likelihood of finding the match, and

their intention to increase their status.

Taking into account the previous discussion about available content in a

community like Zamunda.net (filtered down from "the Scene" or "top sites"), those
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in that small group of users allowed to upload in Zamunda.net, or at least some of
them, more than likely have connections higher up in "the Scene" and use
Zamunda.net as a distribution outlet for this type of content. Having these
connections also identifies the uploader as someone who has extensive
experience (as it takes connections and time to work your way into "the Scene").
For the content that a member is uploading from a source other than "the Scene"
such as a locally aired TV or radio program, or a CD or DVD rip, they must follow
specific website rules for making it available to avoid having their profile "banned"
which negatively affects one's status in the community as that means that the

profile will be temporarily blocked or they are expelled from the community.

5.2.6 INTERACTING WITH OTHER MEMBERS

In Zamunda, digital content is shared as a good in demand to satisfy individual
needs of music/movies/software, which also has a ritual value of being the primary

means of communication among members of the community.

Interacting with other members generally comes in three forms; comments on
particular content, messages via the messaging system, and comments in the
forum. Once content is downloaded, members often comment on particular
content on its detailed content page. Once content is chosen for download, at the
bottom of this detailed content page, there is an option for members to Add a
comment (Jo6asu komeHTapu) (see Figure 6). Users may choose to add a
comment to simply say "thanks!", "have been waiting for this", or they may wait
until after the content is viewed/listened before posting a comment about the

quality of the file they have downloaded. The amount of comments may vary and it
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is a very common phenomenon to find discussions in this section. Usually a lot of
comments are seen when the material is a popular movie or TV show without
subtitles in Bulgarian language. Often the comments in this case are related to
questions about "Where are the subtitles?" and "Why is it not translated yet?". In
order to write a comment in the detailed content page, members must have at
least ratio of 0.30, otherwise only reading is possible. Low ratio here means, less

possibilities to interact verbally with the rest of the people in the community.

[obaen komenTap

Mokai KomeHTapuTe (26)

Figure 6. Content comments

Messages can be sent to another member of the community via online messaging
system (like email but posts to a personal message page and is then visible as a
number in the member's message status). This built-in messaging system is the
way for system administrators to contact members about any system related
problems, such as low ratios (at risk of getting account closed due to excessive

leeching, etc).

Interaction also happens via the Forums. This is in the form of a request for
content, technical questions and/or general chat. The request option is available
for members with rank equal or higher than Power user. As it was mentioned

before, no further information about the Forums will be discussed here.

Being an active member of Zamunda means that a person is structurally
embedded in the Zamunda network. When a member joins, they are allocated to a

member class/role which inherits certain privileges. They become both a leech and
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a seed when they participate within the community, which structurally embeds
them in the network, as they become the recipient and subsequent provider of
content. Being a member, comes with the expectation that they will contribute on a

regular basis and make every effort to be an active part of the community.

Zamunda supports the interests of hundreds of people who were enrolled during
the time of observations. However, the community is not standalone, it is partly
reliant on "the Scene", which is made up of "top sites" that filter available content

down to the community.

In terms of becoming irrelevant, Zamunda only maintains its member base by
providing something not available elsewhere. That elsewhere is often public file
sharing networks. Much of the content available at Zamunda is eventually
available through public trackers, however the quality is a key characteristic of
Zamunda content. Another important element for the common Bulgarian user, only
briefly mentioned so far, in choosing national torrent sites like Zamunda.net before
other international private or public ones, is their cooperation with Bulgarian
subtitling websites which make available the access to information for many

people who don't speak any other language than Bulgarian.

5.3 SUBTITLES PARADISE

The approximate number of people who speak Bulgarian in the world is 9.000.000,
distributed between 7.000 000 living in the country and around 2.000.000 living
abroad. Bulgarian media and movie market is a small one and often access to

favorite content is only available online. In the world of the Internet where this
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content can be accessed quickly, the Bulgarian user needs to cross language

boarders in search of this content or look for subtitles.

Unlike the situation with the torrent websites in Bulgaria, there are only two
websites for Bulgarian subtitles — Subsunacs.net and Subs.sab.bz. The first one
was founded in 2005 and the second one appeared in 2007 as a result of an

internal conflict in Subsunacs:

The current administrator began to receive many complaints from expelled
translators like myself back that year and he was forced to invite a group of
translators who were acting like Stalinist censors to leave the website [

subsunacs.net], they have now another website — subs.sab.bz.*” (Mitko)

Both sites work in parallel making subtitles available for downloading and free of

charge.

5.3.1 NAVIGATING SUBSUNACS.NET

The path for the Bulgarian user who wants to see a movie or TV show with

Bulgarian subtitles is:

e To find the movie usually on Zamunda.net or some smaller local torrent
tracker;
e To go to Subsunacs.net (more rarely to subs.sab.bz because of the smaller

database) and look for the subtitles.

47 “Cerawnus aAMUHUCTPATOpP 3ano4Ha A anony4yasa MHOro onnakeBaHuUsA OT U3roOHeHW nNpesodayn n Gewe NpUHyAeH Aa noMonu efiHa rpyna npesojadn, KoUTo ce

n3xvBaBaxa kato CTanvHCKv LIeH30pu Aa HanycHaT caiTa, Te cera umaT Apyr npesofayecku caT - sub.sabs.bz." (Mutko)
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A quick look to Subsunacs.net shows very easy interface and navigation. The

navigation bar contains the following options:

News — is the home page showing the newest subtitles on site, movies in
translation process and last updates from the forum;

Subtitles — alphabetic list of all subtitles available on site;

New — the last uploaded subtitles on site;

Search — is a search engine for subtitles on site;

Add — is a space for translators*® to upload subtitles on site;

Top 20 — shows the most downloaded subtitles for the last week, last month
and for the whole period;

Software — contains the following categories: players, software for subtitles,
codecs and others;

Articles — a space for articles related to subtitling;

Links — contains links to other websites for subtitles, software and manuals
for it;

Forums- discussions divided in: movies, TV/shows, cartoons and others.

Users only looking for subtitles usually engage in two activities: search for subtitles

and requesting them. Most of those only searching subtitles are invisible to trace

as no registration on site is necessary in order to search and download, they can

freely read the forum discussions too and thus, they act like lurkers on site.

48 'Translators' in this research refer to people who do both translation and subtitles from that translation. The word is used by the same participants to refer to

themselves.
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There are three options for searching subtitles. The first one is from the home
page or News (HosuHu). The search engine is simple and Figure 7 shows the
blank text field with a drop down list with two options (Bulgarian by default and

English and it refers to the language of the subtitle) and a search button.

Figure 7. Search option from News

The second option is from subtitles (cyébmumpu) where the subtitles are organized
alphabetically (see Figure 8). By pressing the corresponding letter a list with
subtitles is displayed. There is an option to choose the language of subtitles
(Bulgarian by default and English). On an arbitrary day of the observations the list

of all content was showing 60815 subtitles.

Lmppar 4 B ©C D EF G HI1 J KL MMOP QRS T U W W X Y Z

Eauvk: | Ebarapok =

Figure 8. Subtitle option

The last search option is available at Search (Tspcu). It is the most detailed

search engine on site (see Figure 9).

B T:pcu w B anTepramueHuTe 3amasuA oT IMDB.COM

Figure 9. Search option
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It contains the following labels with correspondent blank text field: subtitles
(cyébmumpu), drop down lists for choosing the language, all countries or choose
one from the list, all years or a specific one, actor (akmbop), director (pexucnbop),
uploaded (»r10adnbp), a drop down list for genre, and a search button. The user
can fill in all the text fields or only few and proceed with the search. When the
content is found, the user can proceed with its direct download. Usually the file

format is SRT and most of the times it is compressed as ZIP.

If the content is not found the user has the possibility to request it by posting within
the corresponding forum discussion. For that matter a registration is needed. The
forum is organized by 4 main sub forums: movies, TV shows, cartoons and others.

The first three forums contain three identical discussions:

e Subtitles - discussions about finished subtitles, links to the subtitles and
opinions;

e In progress — subtitles in progress;

e Requests — requests from all users about specific subtitles in the

corresponding sub forum (movies, TV shows or cartoons).

The user requesting subtitles goes to Requests in the corresponding sub forum
and posts a message about the film for which subtitles are necessary. If some
translator decides to work on subtitles for the movie/TV show/cartoon in question
he or she replies to the post. The translator also could put directly a notice within
the corresponding In progress discussion so the user and the rest of the
translators would know that someone is already working. It is also a practice for

uploaders from Zamunda.net to request subtitles, “the uploaders from the tracker
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[Zamunda.net] are users of our site and they make requests sometimes”

(BadNick).*

5.3.2 TRANSLATOR'S PATH

If someone is interested in being a translator or is currently one the forum Others

IS an important section to check. It is organized in 4 sub discussions:

Discussions — all kinds of topics related to translation, subtitles and general

chat are available;

e Evergreen - is the place where topics of interest regarding subtitle
software, tips for translators and some guidance from other translators are
posted;

e Subtitles in English — available subtitles in English language;

e Teams — shows 10 different translation teams (Hell Crew Team, The

Partisans wtf, Unacs Team, Re-vision, When — Then, Russian Roulette,

Lazy, Lost in Translation, League of Extraordinary Gentlemen, Law &Order

Addicted).

The forums in general contain all information and help necessary to make proper
subtitles, including detailed technical information about software and how to deal
with it. Most active topics of debate are usually those related to technical issues
about the subtitling process. The forums basically operate as an online support
between translators and rarely others than them are commenting, except those

people requesting subtitles.

49 "bnnoyabpuTe B Tpakepa npuw Hac ca notpebutenu n noHsikora noaasat 3assku” (BadNick)
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Teams and translators

In order to upload subtitles it is not mandatory to become a member of any of the
10 teams. Therefore, all interviewed translators were part of one or more teams as
“basically within the teams the people help each other and that is how translators
become better and faster” (BadNick).*° It is also an often situation that the
translators work together within the team, especially when subtitles for a full-length

movie are necessary.

The teams operate based on interests in genres and on an arbitrary day of the

observations the registered members in each team were as follow:

e Hell Crew Team — 9 members ( newly created);

e The Partisans wtf — 3 members ( non-active);

e Unacs Team — 66 members, distributed between 49 translators, 2 editors,
8 timing specialists, 7 temporarily working with the team;

e Re-vision — 5 members;

e When — Then — 39 members (non-active);

¢ Russian Roulette — 4 members;

e Lazy — 6 members (non-active);

e Lostin Translation — 12 members;

e League of Extraordinary Gentlemen — 14 members;

e Law &Order Addicted — 1 member (non-active).

50 “Mo npuHumn B oT6opuUTe XOpaTa cu nomarat v Taka uspactsar no-6bxp3o kato npesogayn.” (BadNick)
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The total number of team members is 154 but it is necessary to take into account
the fact that some translators are members of more than one team and it is also
possible to upload subtitles without being a member of a team. Thus, the real
number of translators uploading subtitles on site is impossible to trace. By the
words of the global moderator “there are no more than 80, the serious ones |
mean...”(Mitko) >*, and a senior translator commented that “20 - 30 very active for

the whole site, ... | mean that make at least 3 -4 translations monthly” (Badgirl). >

From the observations and interviews made to moderators and senior translators
on website, it is to supposed that the active part of translators are almost always
part of a team and only a few active ones do not belong to any. During the time |
spend on site the most active and organized team seemed to be Unacs Team.
The same impression was shared with me by others. There were those who think
that “there are other teams in theory, you can see them in the forum but these
teams don't translate regularly, don't have quality subtitles, etc.” (Badgirl)>* and
even others who opined that “it is the only working team at the moment’

(BadNick).>*
Quality and coordination

Unlike Zamunda.net, Subsunacs is open and there are no rules either for
searching and downloading, or for uploading material. Thus, the purpose of the

teams is to establish certain rules for translations and look after the quality of the

51 "He ca noseye ot 80, 3a cepnosHuTe rosops” (MuTko)
52 "AKTMBHO NpeBexaaLum ca okosno 20-30 B Lenusi caint, uMam npeasua, KoMTo Ha Mecel, NpaesT no 3-4 npesoga noHe.” (Badgirl)
53 "Mma Ha npakTuka, Moxe Aa rv BuauLL BbB hopyma, Ho Tean oTbopu He npeBexaaT pefoBHO, HAMAT kayecTBeHu cybTuTpu n T.H." (Badgirl)

54 "B momeHTa uma camo 1 fericteawy ot6op” (BadNick)
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subtitles before they are uploaded. For example, Unacs Team has a strict

hierarchy and rules within the team.

In order to become a member the candidate must submit two subtitles for revision

and if the membership is approved, he or she is on a test period during which the

work is supervised by a senior translator from the team:

So | am on probation, E-tle, who is part of the Unacs team is my supervisor and
he is helping me. For example, | make the translation and he is revising my
subtitles. There are thousands of things you have to consider. It is not like
translating a plain text. You have to take into account the timing for subtitle. For
example, how many symbols for how much time, 14 symbols — 2 seconds, etc,
etc. Besides, there are limitations for the symbols by raw, no more than 37 -38,

etc, etc... he is helping me with all that.>® (Katia D)

The idea of the rules in general is not only to exercise control over the quality, but

also to establish certain organization where other people’s work is taken into

account:

It is anarchy, everybody is translating what they want and don't even bother to
write in the section In progress so the rest of us would know and avoid this
anarchy ...long time ago we had order, you start something — you write in the
forum in the section In progress and everybody knows that the movie has been

translated. Now | start a movie and | got to 40% of the translation and boom,

55

"... @3 CbM Ha u3nuTaTeneH cpok. E-Tle, koiTo e YacT oT YHakcTuilm My AaBa HanbTCTBUSA. [IpUMEpHO NpaBs NpeBoA U Toi My npernexaa cyotutpute. Mma
Xunaan Hewa, ¢ kouto Tpabea Aa ce cbobpassBal. He kaTo ga npeeedel NpocTo eawH TekcT. Tpsibea ga ce cbobpassiBall CbC BpemeTpaeHusTa 3a
cy6TUTBP. MiMa cv o KONKO CMBONIA KakBa MPOABIMKUTENHOCT Ha Cy6TUTbpa TpsibBa Aa e Hanpumep Ao 14 cuMBONa, MAHMMAIHO BpeMeTpaeHe 2 CeKyHau U

T.H. OcBeH TOBa 1Ma orpaHuLeHVe a3 cumBonuTe Ha ped. He noseve ot 37-38 cumBona Ha pef v T.H.... TOW M1 nomara ¢ Bcuyko ToBa.” (Kats [1)
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somebody upload the translation of the same movie and my work became

pointless, that is the anarchy about. *® (Mitko)

The rules are also about coordination within the team members, “there is no
coordination, with the new rules we want to establish some... so within the team
you can notify your colleagues that you are translating something and avoid

duplicates which is a premise for problems ” (Petar).>’
Motivators and strategies for choice

Making a subtitle from one language into another is an important challenge. Firstly,
because it is impossible to map ideas without interpretation as the good translation
is not the literal one. It implies not only knowledge of the languages but also a
great deal of creativity and the whole process becomes time consuming and
absorbing. Secondly, it is necessary to convert the translated text into a subtitle,
which means to have the technical level to manage special software which helps
to arrange important details as timing (x symbols per y time), number of words per
raw etc., implying thus more effort. The translators from Subsunacs are doing both

translation and subtitle and they don't see these activities in economic terms.

What seems to be a specific motivator related only to making subtitles among
others™® is the passion for the proper translation and language. The idea to make

content in a properly written Bulgarian was recurrent in interviews, "it is a hobby to

56 "Mpu Hac e MbrHa aHapXxusi, BCEkM NpeBex/aa KakBo CU Mcka U Jaxe Beye He NuLLaT BbB hopyma ko ounM ca 3anoyHany, Ta Aa Uma uHdopmauvs 3a apyrute
npeBoAauM 1 Aa He ce MomnyyaBa aHapXusi...uMalle npeau pea, noysall Hewlo Aa npeBexpaall, nulew BbB dpopyma pasgen "B nporpec” v BCUYKM 3HASAT ye
cunma ce npesexaa, cera nodsam hunm 1 Tbkmo cturHa 40% npeBof - XOr, HSKOI kayBa NpeBoja Ha Cblumst ounm, TpyAaa Mu ce obeacMucs. camo no Tosa
e aHapxusiTa , MHaye CM UMa npasuna 1 TO AOCTa CTparv, Makap Ye MHOrO Mpassi ja Me orpaHvuyaBaT ¢ npasuna, NoHskora v a3 ce cbobpasseam c Tax.”
(MwuTko)

57 “Hsama koopauHaums, ¢ HOBUTe NpaBuna U3KckBame Aa UMa Hsikakea, Ja ce 06sBM B TemMa 3a NpeBoj, 3a [a He ce noryyaea AybnupaHe BbTpe B 0T60pa, KOeTo
e npegnocTaska 3a npobnemun.” (MeTbp)

58 Motivations for file sharingare commented in Chapter VI
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translate and | want people to watch movies with Bulgarian subtitles in proper
Bulgarian."(Mitko).>® Some of them were also seeing it as a way to improve and
practice both Bulgarian and other languages. A typical expression of this view is
contained in the following quotation: "basically, to enrich my knowledge of

English...I learn a lot about both English and Bulgarian language"(Damian).

Different translators adopt different paths in choosing the content for translation.
Some of them are looking into Request sections, “at the moment | look only the
requests but in general every translator is looking for his favorite genres, the last
two movies were actions despite the fact | don’t like action movies but they were

requested” (Yavor).®*

Others are exploring the torrent trackers, “you cannot make Bulgarian subtitles for
a movie without the movie, even if you have English subtitles. There are words
and phrases with several meanings and it is necessary to watch the movie in order

to know which meaning to apply” (Katia D).%?

Others rely on their personal taste “if something grabs my attention | check if there
is an announcement about it and if not | put one [in the section In progress]’
(Petar).®® There are also translators that translate everything, “well, a little bit of

everything. Sometimes from requests if | like something or | look at the posters or

59 " Hewwo kaTto xobu, nckam xopata Aa rneaat dunmum ¢ 6r cybe Ha npasuneH 6bnrapcku.” (MuTko)

60 "OcHoBHO, 3a Ja cv oboraTs 3HaHWSTa NO aHIMUIACKK...HAay4nX CTPALLUHO MHOTO U 3a aHrnuiickus, 1 3a 6bnrapckus.” (JamsiH)

61 “Kbm MOMeHTa rnefam camo 3asiBKMTE, MO NMPUHLMMN BCEKM MPEBOAAY CU TbPCU HEroBuTe NiobuMK XaHpoBe, BbMNPEKV Ye nocrneaHnst Mu Gelue — eKWwbH, He
XapecBaMm eKLWbHY , npeanocneaHuTe 2 6sixa no 3aseku.” (ABop)

62 “Hsima kak fa ce HanpasaT 6r cy6TUTpu 3a AaaeH dunm, 6e3 camus unm, Jopy U Aa UMa aHr. cy6TuTpu. Mima aymu unu uspasu, Kouto MMa HAKOMKO 3HaYeHUst
v Tpabea Aa ce rmepa dunma, 3a Aa ce pasbdepe koe Tpsbea Aa ce nanonsea.” (Kata [)

63 “Ako Hello MU xapeca, NpoBepsiBaM Aanu nma obsiBeHa Tema 3a NPeBof,ako Hama cu nyckam a3.” (Petar)
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for example, if | like some movie | watch the spoiler on Youtube and then If |

decide | translate it’ (Badgirl).**

It is also possible to specialize in certain genres, “ | don’t translate actions despite
the fact that at the begging | was 'eating’ everything, in the last 2 -3 years | choose
to translate less commercial movies because there are more valuable and not
actions”(Mitko).®> Looking for movies without subtitles is another strategy for
choice, “ | look into requests everyday but most of the titles are not worth it, | look
also at the torrents, both new and old titles that don't have subtitles or have one

but written by idiots®))" (Badgirl).%®
Technical issues, time and language

The software used for subtitles by the translators of Subunacs.net is Subtitle
Workshop, Pascal script and IDI Spell Checker. Detailed information about
software is available on site and there are many topics related to technical issues
in the forum sections which translators use a lot in their work. As it was mentioned
before in text the most discussed topics are technical and the general spirit is very

collaborative as it was also commented in interviews by translators.

The most common practice in making Bulgarian subtitles is to use a source
subtitles as it is also explained for the beginners in the topic How to make

subtitles?:

64 “Emu kakBOTO Aoiae. Mnu ako cv xapecam Helwlo OT 3asiBKu, UK ce opueHTupam no noctepute. Kakto ¢ ®puiipbHbp, obade crpewmx. Moctepa xybas, unva
TbM. :X Vnu nbk npUmMepHo ako cv xapecam AafeH unm, rneaam Tpeinbpa B 0Tio6 Unu Hakbae Apyrbae v ako Mv xapeca, ro 3anoysam.” (Badgirl)

65 “EKLWbBHM NOYTU He NpeBexaam, Makap Ye B Ha4anoTo 6sx BcesiieH, nocnegHute 2-3 roduH CbM Ce OpUEHTUpan KbM No-Marsiko Komepcuanyu punmm, KouTo ca
LiEHHW MIMEHHO 3aLL0TO He ca eKWwbHU.” (MUTKO)

66 "IMepam s exelHEBHO, HO MOBEYETO He CY 3acnykaBaT B Temata "3asiBku", rmeaam TOPEHTUTE, HOBUTE 3arnaBust UNW CTapu TakuBa, KOUTO HAMAT NPeBof Un

MbK MMAT, HO ca NucaHu oT nonymamoTy :)” (Badgirl)
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You find subtitles in a language that you understand, at least to use their timing.
For the beginners | explain the reason... and for the impatient ones who believe
that the subtitles are coming from nowhere ready to be used and the translators
are some kind of lazy nerds ©If you come across a movie with bad sound and
you cannot distinguish what is said it will be good to have correct subtitles. Or
the other way round — if you find bad subtitles /usually some machine
translation/, at least the movie has to be with clear sound. Otherwise you will
spend a lot of time and effort. Avoid this combination because you will lose
enthusiasm. Finally your subtitles have to be at least acceptable, right?:)
Without source subtitles for timing, forget about your ambition. It takes so much
time that while you are making the first 50 remarks, the subtitles will be out
there made by someone else. Well, there are exceptions but it is not a job for

«67

beginners.”’ (public message from Global Moderator at http://subsunacs.net/)

All interviewed translators use at least English language, but Dutch and Russian

were also common. Most of the time they use source subtitles for the above

mentioned reason and a less often practice is to translate “by ear”.

How fast is the translation made depends on free time, difficulty and volume.

Usually the translators dedicate a certain time for subtitling depending on their

everyday life. Some of them "by night, when everybody at home is sleeping,

67

"Hammpai cv cy6TuTpy Ha e3suk, KOMTO pasbupall, 3a [Ja M3MonasBall Hal-mMarkoTo TaiMuHra 3a TsX. 3a HauMHaelluTe MOsiCHSBAM MpuyMHaTa..a 3a
HeTbprenvBKOBLMTE, KOUTO BSApBAT, Ye CyGTUTpUTE edBa N He Ce B3WMaT OT HSKbAE rOTOBM U MPEBOAAYUTE Ca HsIKakBU CMOTaHsLW, KOUTO caMo cu
Mbp3enyBat. Ako cu nonagHasn/a Ha unm ¢ oL 3ByK, NPY KOWTO HE YCMsiBaLL [ja Pa3nuunLl TOYHO KakBO Ce roBopw, e e Aobpe cybTuTpuTe Aa ca MbiHU 1
fa ca BepHW. Mnn o6paTHOTO — ako cu nonagHan/a Ha 3ne HanpaBeHu Cy6TUTPY /OBUKHOBEHO HSIKaKkbB MalUMHEH NpeBog/, NoHe hunvbT TpsibBa a e ¢ siceH
3ByK. ViHaye Lie TM oTHeMe MHOro Bpeme U HepBu. 13Gsrsail TakoBa cbyeTaHue, e 6bp3o ce rybu eHTUCKHa3bm npy ToBa nonoxeHue. A TBoute cy6TUTpY BCe
nak TpsibBa Aa “MaT CHOCHO Ka4ecTBO, Hann? Bes rotoBu cy6TpuTpU 3a TalMuHr, Npocto 3abpasu 3a ambuumsita cu! TonkoBa Bpeme OTHEMa, Ye [oKaTo
Habuel TaMuHra 3a nbpsuTe 50 pennukn, U3nusaT Heuun apyr cyoTutpu. E, nma n nsknoyeHns, Ho No NpuHUMN He e paboTa 3a HaumHaewn." ( FmobaneH

Mopepatop)
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otherwise | cannot concentrate. If | am in the mood 100 remarks by day, which is

around 1,5 — 2 hours” (BadNick).?® Others don't have any system:

When | have time. Before | was doing 1 — 2 translations per week but now |
don't have time, so only on the weekend and sometimes during the week...The
show Power Rangers is 20 minutes more or less which means 300 subtitles. If |
work the whole day | can do it but as | don't have time now so 2 days. If the

show is 40 min. - 2-3 days minimum.® (Katia D)

When you have more free time you translate more, “as | don't work at the moment
If | start a movie | finish it as fast as | can, one day — day and a half, per week- it

depends on how much stuff | am translating” (Badgirl).”

The optimal time necessary to make the subtitles for a TV show episode of
approximately 40 minutes is “l would say 8 hours totally for the
translation”(Petar).”* If it is a movie of 80 minutes the needed time is “15 hours
approximately non-stop work” (Badgirl).”? It depends of course on the difficulty, “ it
depends on how many remarks there are and what kind of remarks they are, for
some movies it is necessary to do some research, for example medical terms, |
read websites and look for information so the translation could be proper”

(Badgirl).” It depends also if you work alone or with others, “let me tell you that 3

68 "OBMKHOBEHO Beyep, Korato BCUYKU CMAT, MHa4ye He Mora fja ce koHueHTpupam. Korato cem Ha ked 100 pennuku, ToBa e okono1.5-2 yaca” (BadNick)

69 “Korato cbm cBobogHa. Mpeau npaBex no eAuvH, ABa NpeBoAa Ha CeAMMLA, HO MOHEXe Beye HAMam Bpeme, camo cbboTa v Heens Unmn HAKOW NbT U npe3
ceagmuuarta...Cepvana 3a lMNMaybp PenHpxbpc en. e 20 MuH. rope-gony, koeTo we peye 300 cybtuTbpa. AKO ce 3aHMMaBam Usn feH, Mora Aa 1 geH ga ro
Hanpaes, HO He ce ToBaps MbK U HAMam BpeMe Taka, Ye 2 aeHa. MiHaye ako cepvana e 40 MuHyTku 2-3aeHa MuHumanHo.” (Kata 1)

70 “TbWl KaTo B MOMeHTa He paboTs, 3anoyHa N eanH hunm ro 3aBbpLuBam Mo Hal 6bP3ns HauWH, 3a AeH - AeH W NOSIoBUHA, Ha ceamuua - 3aBUCK KOMKO Hela
npesexpaam.” (Badgirl)

71 “CymapHo Moxe fa ce kaxe 8 yaca 3a eauH npesop.”(MeTbp)

72 "15 yaca Hsikbae HenpekbcHaT Tpya.” (Badgirl)

73 "3aBuCKU KOJIKO PEMIIMKM MMa B HEro M OT KakBO eCTECTBO ca, 3a HAkoM UnMK ce Harara ja npassi MPoyYBaHWsi, Ha MeJULMHCKU TepMUHU HanpuMep, YyeTa

caiiToBe 1 Tbpcs MHPOpMaLUs, 3a fja € Hall-ToYeH npesoabT.”(Badgirl)
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people translate a movie faster, because they have 3 times less remarks for

translation... we made the movie in 6 hours” (Mitko).”
Infractions and links

The general spirit of the website is free, everybody can translate and upload
subtitles on it. The intention for organization and rules is only in order to improve
the results and respect the effort of other translators. The consequences of such
free spirit is that some abusive practices from Zamunda and other torrent trackers
were noticed in the past, “...before they [Zamunda] were uploading our subtitles
within the torrent and the translators were mad because our website was out of the

picture...”(BadNick).”

Also some cases involving money were commented, “a few years ago, one torrent
tracker was asking for money from its users in order to download the subtitles.
Subtitles they didn't pay for and that were uploaded for free use.l left speechless. |
am talking about Arena [second biggest torrent tracker after Zamunda]...4 leva for

subtitles” (Katia D).

The abusive practice resulted into an agreement between the torrent tracker
Zamunda.net and Subsunacs.net because of their interdependency, “the important

thing is that everybody realized that we cannot exist without each other"

74 “[a v kaxa 3 Aywm npesexaaTt no-6bp3o eanH hunm, 3aLoTo UMaT TpY MbTY NO-Marnko pennvku 3a eAunH NpeBos, Hanpasuxme dunma 3a 6 yaca.”(MuTko)
75 "Mpeau npaeexa Taka, Ye ka4yBaT CybTUTPUTE B Camusi TOPEHT U NPEBOJAYUTE Ce CbpAexa, 3alloTo Taka He ce peknamupa cboTBeTHus cant.” (BadNick)
76 “...npeav rogvHU eAvH TOPEHT Tpakep e uckan napu oT noTpebutenute 3a Aa cBanst cy6Tutpu. Cy6TUTpW, 3a KOUTO He e MnallaHo Ha npeBojaunTe U ca

kayeHu 3a ceoboaHo nonssaHe. OctaHax 6e3 fymun!3a ApeHa ctaBa BbNpoc...4 nesa 3a cybtutpu” (Kats )
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(BadNick).”” A movie without Bulgarian subtitles is not of interest for the regular

user of any Bulgarian torrent tracker:

It is a rare phenomenon to find a movie within the Top 10 at Zamunda.net
without subtitles. When the subtitles are available, people start downloading the
movie and viceversa — when the logo is added at Zamunda the downloads from

our website are higher t0o.”® (Damian)

Since 2010 the torrent tracker offers direct links to subsunacs.net when subtitles
are available for movies/TV shows/cartoons. The logo/link of subsunacs.net is
posted within the description in the particular content page and redirects users to
subsunacs.net, “...now when you click on the logo — you are redirected to our

website right in the place where the correspondent subtitles are...” (Mitko).”

The logo at Zamunda.net is added by translators from Subsunacs.net, “they
[Zamunda.net] gave us a few VIPs and our people here, the ones that are on
higher positions give these VIP to whom they think is appropriate. Recently, | was
allowed to post logo/link on to the subtitles at Zamunda, so | will be there more

often...I think the VIPs are 4 in total” (Petar).®

The situation with the rest of the torrent trackers is different, “about the smaller
trackers, well we left them to decide. There are correct ones and they put links but

there are some disoriented people that still put the subtitles within the torrent as if

77 "BaxHOTO e, Ye BCUYKM OCb3Haxa, 4Ye He Moxem eanH 6e3 apyr." (BadNick)

78 "Psapko uma cunm B Ton 10 Ha 3amyHAa 6e3 cy6TUTpY. U3na3aT nu Te, ToraBa xopata noyeat fa ro TernsT. kato uma u obpaTtHus edpekt pasbupa ce - korato ce
no6aBAT cy6TMTPUTE B 3aMyH/a, Ce KauBaT 3HauNTENHO AayHNoyauTe UM. 1 oT Hac." ([lamsiH)

79 "Cera kaTo YyKHeLl Ha JIOroTo 3a npenpaTtka kbM Ccy6TUTpuTe - mpenpaTkaTa e 3a Halusa CaiiT 3a MACTOTO OTKbAEeTO MOXEL [a C4 CBanull CbOTBEeTHWUTE
cy6TuTpn." (Mutko)

80 "Otnyckat Hu Hsikonko BUIM mecTa 1 xopaTa Hu TyK, KOWTO ca B MO-FrOPHU NO3ULWW , MPeAnarat Ha KoroTo MpeLeHsiT CbOTBETHOTO MSICTO, HAacKopo MW Jafoxa

npasa B 3amyHAa fja kauBam cy6TUTpu, Taka Ye Beye No-4ecTo e CbM TaMm ... MUCHA, Ye cTaHaxa vYetupu BUM mectara.” (Metbp)
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we are back in 2005...in Zamunda we, the moderators, watch out if everything is

correct...” (Damian).®

Thus, in the amorphous practice of file sharing in the Bulgarian context, a peculiar
connection between Internet providers, torrent trackers and subtitle makers is
constructed. Each one of these actors has its own background and dynamics but

they are also interdependent and with a common purpose - file sharing.

81 “3a no-mankute Tpakepwn cMme rM octasBuin Te Aa CU NpeueHsT. UMa U KOPEKTHU Tpakepu, KOUTO cnarat NIMHKOBe, MMa U HeOpUeHTUpaHu xopuua, KouTo olle

cnarat B TopeHTUTe Bce efHo cme 2005-a... B 3aMyH/Aa 1 apeHa creuuanHo MofoseTe cbbnogaBame Aanu BCUYKO e TouHo.” (JamsiH)
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6 CHAPTER SIX: “GET -UP —-AND -GO”

In what follows | will present the perspectives revealed from participants about
their sharing attitudes sought through the interviews. Quotes from interviews are
used to provide an insider's point of view (Van Maanen, 1988). The research
subject’s insights into their file sharing activities provide an understanding of the

incentives for belonging to the file sharing “community”.

The research literature refers to variety of arguments and motivations (discussed
in Chapter Three) with emphasis on economic factors which appear at some
extent in the present study too. Based on the empirical research in this
dissertation, | have summarized the values that consumers have about file sharing

in four main issues: cost and "poverty", choice, scarcity and convenience.

6.1 COST AND “POVERTY”

When considering the costs of physical product (movie, music, games, etc), value

for money is important. The high costs can turn those who genuinely want to
purchase to file sharing. Cost is an important factor in the choice between file

sharing and purchasing, “because it is free” (Niki).%?

Another strong view held by most of the research subjects is that the “low income”
makes people go online and file share instead of purchase. Cost and “poverty” are
simultaneously mentioned and interrelated in most of the interviews as a reason

for file sharing:

82 “shtoto sa free :)" (Huku)
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For example, Avatar is from 2009 and it costs 20- 30 leva but when it first came
out on the market it was about a 100 | think, and when the min. income in the
country is 240 leva (now 270 leva) it is too much money to pay and in the

torrent tracker they put it for free.®® (Katia)

There appears to be a consensus that the high cost of the material and the low
income are the reasons for file sharing, “...in Bulgaria the salaries are low and the
movies are expensive. | don't mind spending 10 -20 leva monthly for cinema but |
can't afford to buy all movies because the good movies are expensive’(Lora)*;
“‘well... people don’t have enough money, so they can't afford the luxury to buy
some game or go to the cinema regularly. If the salaries were normal, there
wouldn’t be so many people file sharing”( PlayHard).® Others feel that in the West
it is different, “everybody can go to the cinema, rent a DVD, etc., here we are
struggling financially and the masses count on the trackers” (Badgirl).® Even in
cases when the doubt is evident, the “poverty” seems to be the chosen one to
explain the motivation, “I don’t know, it could be a question of mentality or finance,

| guess it is more of finance, the tickets are expensive” (BadNick). &

Cost, coupled with lack of choice can be a motivator for file sharing, “I translate
and share because | know what it is to be a monopolist, to ask people for their last

money and put them into a very advertised movie which turns to be a shit, so how

83 “Emu, woTto Hanpumep, AeaTap e oT 2009, a ce npogasa no 20-30nB, a kato 6elue n3nasan Gewe noHe 100nB MUCHSA, KOETO NpyU MUH.3annata 240nB (Beye
270nB) e MHoro! A B TOpeHT TpakepwuTe ro nyckat 6e3 napu”. (Kats)

84 “B Bbnrapuvsi 3annatute ca HWUCKW, a UNMUTE ca CKbMW. HAMaM HWLWO NpoTuB Aa oTaens 10-20nmB Ha Mecel, 3a KWHO, He Mora [a Ccu Mo3Boss Aa U3KynyBam
BCUYKM hnnmMu, 3aLoTo xybasute punmm ca ckbnu.” (flopa)

85 "AMMU... XopaTa HAMaT AOCTaTbYHO CPEACTBA, Ye [1a CY MO3BONAT NyKca Aa CU KYNST HAKOS Urpa unv Aa XoAsT peAoBHO Ha KMHO, ako 3annaTtute Osxa agekBaTHu,
HsiIMallle TONKoBa Xopa [a ce 3aHMMaBaT C TO3M HauYMH Ha pasnpocTpaHeHve Ha daiinose.” ( PlayHard)

86 “Tam Bcekn MOXe Aa 0TuAe Ha KMHO, Aa B3eMe [ABA Mo/ HaeM 1 T.H. TYK CMe orpaHun4eHn hrHaHCOBO M MacoBo ce pa3unTa Ha Tpakepute.” (Badgirl)

87 “He 3HaMm, MOXe [a e BbMPOC Ha MaHTanuTeT unun Ha mHaHcK, No-ckopo oT BeaHoTusA,a u GuneTute ca ckbnu.” (BadNick)
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to ask the regular guy to pay 10 leva for a ticket or as it was before, to pay 3 [leva]

for DVD or VHS and they were paying because they didn't have another choice,

but they were sharing between 3 people — each one 1 lev, | hate monopolists”

(Mitko).®®

6.2 CHOICE

Choice refers to consumers being able to access the content they want, in a

format they want. Physical stores or cinemas seem to have less variety available

to purchase than they used to, with a focus on the "hits" and what is popular at a

particular point in time:

Besides they come to the Bulgarian market very slowly and about the cinema,
well you cannot watch all the movies there. For example, | can go and see
Pirates of the Carribean 4, but | can't go and watch a different movie every day
and also if | want to watch a particular TV show, as Malcolm for example, |

cannot find it elsewhere except on the torrent trackers.®® (Lora)

In the last two decades a lot of cinemas were closed down in many of the middle

size and small towns in Bulgaria, “the closest movie theater and that is a recent

event, is 60km from here as it is the closest videoclub”(Yavor).?° Consumers value

being able to access whatever they want, when they want, “Zamunda is the

88

89

90

“Amn npesexaam, 3alloTo 3HaM KakBO 3Hayu Ja CWM MOHOMOMUCT,Aa Abprall OT XxopaTa nocnegHuTe M napu 3a Aa rv Bkapaw fa rmeaTt MHOro peknamvpaH

cunm , koitTo ce okassa 603a, kak Aa Hakapall oGUKHOBEH YoBek Aa usBagu 10 neea 3a GuneT,unu npeau Aa Aage 3 neea 3a AUCK UMK kaceTa, Makap ye
faBaxa 3 nesa, 3all0TO HAMa Kb/Je [a XOAST, HO NpaBex komMbuHa 3 -ma Ayww no 1 nes , reaaT ro v BpbLUAT Ancka Ha AnekcaHapa, Mpassi MoHononucTuTe.”
(MwuTko)

"OcBeH ToBa MHOro GaBHO M3nU3aT Ha Gbnrapckusi nasap, a 3a KMHO, He Moxe [a ce rnefaT BCUUKW unmMy Ha KuHO. A3 Hanpumep Mora Aa uaa v aa rneaaM

KapuGcku nupaty 4, Ho He Mora BCeku IeH Aia KUCHa W [a rnefam pasnuyeH dunm, a v HanpuMep kato Mu ce fornefa AafeH cepuvan, Hanpumep Mankbnm,

HsiIMa OTKb/E [la F0 HamMepsi OCBEH OT TOpeHT TpakepuTe." (flopa)

"Hain-6nmakoTo KMHO 1 TO OT CKOPO B pernoHa e Ha 60km, KakTo 1 Han-6nuskarta BuaeoTeka."(ABop)
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biggest tracker in the country at the moment, you can find plenty of new and

interesting stuff’ (PlayHard).**

6.3 SCARCITY

Sampling and substitution are discussed in the literature (e.g. Andersen & Frenz,
2007; Gran & Molde, 2009; Quiring, von Walter & Atterer, 2008; Steinmetz
&Tunnell, 2013) to account for reasons consumers file share. To sample is to "try
before you buy", and to substitute is to download instead of purchasing. Both are
argued to be hurting industry, however it is argued in the literature that sampling
can increase sales, and substitution may not harm the industry as much as

reported, because those that substitute, may not have purchased anyway.

Scarcity refers to something not easily found; the economic literature argues that
scarcity determines price. Scarcity refers to the lack of ability to purchase desired
content in either physical, or digital form; therefore scarcity is a motivator for file
sharing. Scarcity is a situation that exists when it is not possible to purchase
desired content; consumers engage in file sharing to download what they want
through unauthorized sources, it may not be ok or even legal but the situation in

Bulgaria is such that otherwise people cannot access the culture of others”(Ivo).%

91 "3amyHAa e Hal-ronemus Tpakep B CTpaHaTta 3a MOMEHTa, MOXeLL ia HaMepuLL MHOTO HOBM M MHTEpecHMW Hewwa." ( PlayHard)
92 "Moxe 1 Aa He e MHOTO NPaBUITHO, AOPY 3aKOHHO, HO TakoBa e nonoxeHneTo B Bbnrapus, Ye xopaTa He moraT [ja ce JOKOCHaT [10 KynTypaTa Ha ocTaHanure.”
(MBO)
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Scarcity in certain genres can encourage individuals to go "underground",
“because thus people watch what they want, for example, | enter there every day

to see what's new, these sites are among my obligatory ones for the day” (Niki).*®

The advent of file sharing was exciting for many individuals, as it allowed them to
have access to things they did not have access to otherwise, “the biggest problem
is that in Bulgaria there is no movie industry...in Bulgaria there are no cinemas...|
stopped downloading when in Turnovo a movie theater was opened...They did
Kinoarena in Turnovo and | stopped downloading movies because the difference
is big, | want to see it in the big screen, to enjoy the movie and not to watch it ...
well at home | have a big plasma TV, big one... but it still has nothing to do with

the cinema” (Evo).*

6.4 CONVENIENCE

Convenience in accessing online content refers to accessing it whenever and
however you want, "well yes...| have access to a lot of information and a bigger

choice how to cheer myself up in my everyday leisure” (PlayHard).*

Has society suddenly started "pirating”, or has this behavior always existed, and
have similar values always existed? It is argued that this behavior has not
changed significantly with the introduction of the Internet; rather, the technology

has just made it easier than ever before.

93 "Zashtoto taka gledat vsichko kakvoto iskat, az primerno vlizam vseki den zaduljitelno, da razgledam kakvo novo ima, te sa mi ot zaduljitelnite sitove za denia." (
Niki)

94 “Hait-ronemus npobnem e , Ye B Bbnrapus HAMS KUHO MHAYCTPUS... B Bbirapus Hama kuHa ... a3 cnpsix Aa Terns TOpeHTW korato B TbpHOBO OTBOpYMXa KHO. B
TwpHOBO HanpaBsuxa KuHoapeHaTa 1 a3 cnpsx 4a Terns TOPEHTY, 3allioTo pasfnukaTta e ApacThyHa a3 uckam Aa oTuaa Aa ro rnejam Ha rofieMus ekpaH , aa My
ce nskedst Ha unma , a He Aa ro rnejam Ha... aiiae a3 y Joma vmam ronsiM TeNeBMU30pP,0rPOMEH ... HULLO 06LLo HAMa ¢ knHoTo.” (EBO)

95 "Amu Aa... UMam JOCTbM 40 MHOro MHGOopMaLms 1 no-ronsm usbop kak fa pasHoobpass exeaHesueto cu.” (PlayHard)
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Almost every participant in this study admitted to taping music or movies from the

radio or the TV for friends and family. In the era of DVD and CDs once you

purchase it you can play it as many times as you want on as many different pieces

of equipment as you like and people traditionally, although the copyright law was

probably there but it was certainly never policed. You could copy it onto a tape, or

rip it onto your computer and you could even pass on the CD to your friends for

nothing, resell it or even rent it as it was very popular in the 90s in Bulgaria. With

new technologies, the new rules of an old practice are set:

There are people who tape, then other who edit, upload...but firstly everything
is uploaded to the so called Scene — a few trackers where the people who taped
and edited the file and also the ones who taped the TV shows from the TV are
uploading directly, after that in a question of seconds, other people with
inhumanly fast Internet upload everything on their websites — that kind of people
are the uploaders in Zamunda. All this happens in a question of seconds. For
example, an episode of a TV show in the USA is on TV at 15.00 our time, at
15.30 the advertisement is cut off the show, smaller releases are made as

resolution and the episode is uploaded on the Scene.*® (Damian)

96

"Uma Xopa, KOUTO 3anuceaTt, nocne TakueBa, KOUTO OGDGSOTBGT, KayBar... Haﬁ-l’l'prO BCWYKO Ce KayBa Ha T.Hap. CLLeHa - HAKOJIKO Tpakepa, B KOWTO KaysaT

[VMPEKTHO XopaTa, KOUTO 3anuceat 1 06paBoTBaT, ChLLO W OHE3U, KOUTO 3anUCBaT CepuanuTe OT TeNeBU3NSTa, Crej TOBa 3a CEKYHAN Xopa C HeYoBeLkM 6bp3
WHTEpPHEeT Ka4yBaT BCUYKO MO TeXHUTe cainToBe - TakuBa Xopa ca bnnoyabpute B 3aMyHAa. BCUYKO TOBa cTaBa 6yKBaﬂH0 3a CeKyHAW. npumep - ennu3oa Ha
cepvian ce nanbysa B CALL B 3:00 TykawwHo Bpeme, B 3:30 Beye ca U3ps3aHu pekniaMuTe, HanpaBeHu ca rno-MarnkuTe penuiian kaTo pesonioLms 1 enusona e

KayuH Ha cueHata." (JamsH)
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This easy technology helps to find what you desire with little effort at no cost and it
became a habit as many of the research subjects affirm, “it is a habit, why should |

pay money for a DVD when | can simply download it from Zamunda?" (Damian).®’

6.5 BELIEFS ABOUT FILE SHARING AND THE FUTURE

Key informants have the assumption about file sharing as a “cultural thing” which
is confirming some similar theoretical suggestions from Coldwell (1995) and
Bagchi, Kirs and Cerveny (2006) about file sharing as cultural exercise. All of the
participants in the study, except the experts, see it as “harmless and
inconsequential” hobby and the belief that the file sharing is so extended in the
country is generalized at level that it becomes a norm and it is not even

questionable, “...as it was written recently in a torrent tracker, “even your

grandmother is sharing” (BadNick).%

When a few years ago the torrent technologies came to Bulgaria, it was very
difficult for people to stop downloading directly from sites like free.techno-link and
free.evro.net. Then these sites were shutted down and the users had to learn
quickly how to use a torrent which seems to be a very easy task for the ordinary
Bulgarian user. Several times the National Security Service tried to intimidate the
Bulgarian torrents but finally nothing happened. Then the time for Anti-
Counterfeiting Trade Agreement (ACTA)® came and the manifestations started
again and as a consequence the government did not approve it. Technology will

continue to play an important role in how people create, distribute and use

97 "HaBwk e. 3aLL0 Aa Aasall napy 3a UM Ha AMBKAK, KaTO MOXELL ja CW ro ApbhHew oT "3amyHaarta"?" (JamsiH)
98 “KakTo Belue HanvcaHo HAckopo B €AUH TOPEHT Tpakep, Aaxe n 6aba Tv ceans.” (BadNick)

99 ACTA is a multinational treaty for the purpose of establishing international standards for intellectual property rights enforcement
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material, “the torrent is just a kind of technology and it will disappear like the old

transfer systems, something new will show up and still we will still share”

(BadNick).'®

There is a generalized view that industry has to “catch up” with user’s desires and

needs:

It is impossible the way that the industry has chosen, the so-called Digital rights
may have to change. | think in 5/6 years is too soon, but in 10 years there
wouldn't exist rights, the information will be free and we will pay in a time chart.
For example, there is an event, you want to watch it in real time = you pay, you
want to watch it in one hour = the price is lower, you pay. Let's say after such
and such time its price becomes zero and it just comes out in the space. There
is a movie, you want to watch the premiere on your home TV, you pay, because
there will be no space you can get the information from, it will be only one — the
source, there will be no time to multiplicate. That is what | think will happen
globally. You pay to be the first who reaches the information and not because
the whole world has already seen it and it's 5 years old , etc, etc., no sense in

that.’®* (Evo)

This chapter presents that motivations for file sharing surround four key issues,

that of the cost; many believe that currently the available content is too expensive,

100

101

"TopeHTa € CamMO BMUA TEXHONIOMMA U TA e N34Ye3He KakBO CTapute CUCTEMU 3a Tpchcbep Ha qjaﬁnose, uie ce noABAT HOBU, a HUE Nak e cn npeBe»(,ané.“
(BadNick)

“He CTaBa, No TOA HAaYUH ,KaKTO e TpbrHana UHAyCTpuATa Taka HapedyeHuTe npasa n CPOAHUTE UM, MOXe 6u ue TpSIGBa Aa ce NpOMeHAT, cnen a|7|,qe Aa He ca
5/6 roanHn,Ho cnef 10 npaBa HAMa Aa uMa , MHhopMaLMsTa No NPUHLMN Le € CBOGOAHa W Lie Ce nnalla NpocTo BbB BpeMeBa Anarpama. [la peyem usnusa
HsIkakBo CbOWTWe, UCKaLL Aa ro rMeaall B peanHo Bpeme =nnallall cu, UCKalll Aa ro rneaall chnej eAUH Yac = LieHaTa e No-H1cKa, Nnallall cu , Ja peyem cneq
€1 KOJKO CW BpeMe LieHaTa My CTaBa HyneBa W 13n13a NpoCTO B NPOCTPAHCTBOTO M3NM3a hunm, UcKall Aa ro rnejall Ha npemveparta Ha AOMalUHUS Cu
OrpOMEH TeneBu3op, KOUTO We 6bae, LWe ro uma, nnawjail cu1, 3aloTo HAMa Aa UMa OT KbAe Aa B3eMell MHpopMauumsTa , TS e camo eAuH MbpBOU3TOYHUKA ,
HAMa Bpeme [a ce MynTUNIMLMpaToBa € Cropes MeH,KoeTo Liie ce Clyyn B CcBeToBeH malwab. Mnalwai c1 3a ToBa, Ye C1 MbpBUS, KOWTO CU CTUTHanN Ao

MHdOpMaLMsATa , a He Ye Beye Lienus CBAT Le 5 e rnejan v Wwe e Ha 5 roagnHn u T.H.HAMa cmucen ot Tas.” (EBo)
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and the costs are unreasonable. The next motivation is choice. Consumers are
frustrated that they cannot access the desirable content at music, video stores or
cinemas, whereas sources that share unauthorized content provide an unlimited
access to almost anything digital. Scarcity is related to choice as lack of ability to

access otherwise than file sharing the content. The final motivator is convenience.

Systems trading in unauthorized content are said to be easier to use and provide
less barriers to the transactions. In order for industry to compete with free, it is

necessary to address each one of these issues.

In what follows, | give voice to my personal interpretation of the phenomenon
based on my experience and observations as a researcher, but also as a
consumer of such P2P technologies. Centered in the file sharing practice in
Bulgaria | comment how the observed phenomenon could be understood as

strategy, autonomy and occasional activism.
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7/ CHAPTER SEVEN: SIDE EFFECTS

7.1 BULGARIAN P2P HUBS AS STRATEGY

The dedicated P2P hubs such as Zamunda.net and its associated, more
peripheral sites can be said to adopt a publicly visible stance in the country.
Moreover, they become updated, spatially configured sites from which one can
conduct actual file sharing operations. It is in their interest to remain operational
and to cater for a wide user base, not least since Zamunda.net and others carry
adverts and have significant running costs. Thus, it makes sense to see these
establishments as not only relying on enthusiasts for their making, but as also
decidedly strategic endeavors, with a “mainstream” aim in terms of genres and
availability, combined with an aim for permanence in their infrastructure. |
associate these current operations with permanence and ultimately strategy. As
BitTorrent-based file sharing becomes the norm in Bulgaria, the fact that the
architecture of torrent distribution requires stable indexes of such torrent links
means that they compete for visibility. Thus, they are more akin to publishers, who
strive to maximize their brand and their advertising revenue in order to remain the

most comprehensive service.!%

Whether these changes makes P2P-based file
sharing a revolutionary or disruptive technology is probably too early to say,

however.

In asserting this strategic dimension of file sharing, | draw on the work of Michel de
Certeau. He argues for everyday consumption to be labelled as tactical, since it

involves poaching (a form of “making do” with whatever is at hand) and is largely

102 Recently, BTV (one of the major TV channels in Bulgaria) declare media war to Zamunda.net as the torrent tracker apparently attract more publishers that the
TV channel itself.
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decentralized, provisional and ultimately quasi-invisible. This notion is being
increasingly turned on its head by the solidifying effects of digital networking: the
generative forces inherent to consumption are here being materialized in new,
previously unexpected ways. The acquisition and exchange that makes
consumption possible is visualized in numeric charts, listing the popularity and
thus accessibility of each film, alboum or computer game. The exchange is routinely
monitored both by market analysts and by legal enforcers. It is an exchange that is
traceable. The absolute majority of data exchange on the global Internet now
consists of P2P-based file sharing. For de Certeau, as soon as a mode of agency
changes from a temporary endeavor to a permanent, prescriptive factor, its nature

changes from tactical to strategic.

The tactical nature of consumption is in other words increasingly replaced by more
strategic instantiations of distribution and consumption, as the users themselves
take more control and a new order gains permanence. Drawing from the above
notion of consumption ceasing to be tactical as it gains situatedness, permanence
and visibility, strategy is in de Certeau’s account characterized by a double
sovereignty: it need not be interpreted only as a literal command of a place or
space, but as a mode of agency. However, as with the imagery of piracy, which
stipulates that pirate autonomy in fact might work in strategic rather than tactical
ways, a more accurate way to portray file sharing might be to see it as an

increasingly normative condition.

In this mode of interpretation it makes no sense to make any a priori decisions as

to whether a course of action is strategic or tactical; this definition is contingent on
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how a course of action is related to the other actors involved. Even actions which
need not initially be intended as either tactical or strategic — they might not be
meant to be conflictual at all — might take on a more markedly conflictual meaning
as they become caught up in a bigger game. Andrew Feenberg (1999) similarly
compares de Certeau’s theory with how games define the players’ range of action
"without determining their moves" (p.112). In other words, this theory does not
presuppose any form of predetermined hegemony or "false consciousness" which
would imply that the strategic, ruling entity is a fixed one to which the tactics would
have to react; hegemony is here rather the upshot of whichever side finds itself in
the dominant position. Similarly, hegemonic forces can arise on a macro scale
from aggregated local interactions without hegemonic intent. The strategic
endeavor is here to direct these forces, something which sites like Zamunda.net

do on a daily basis.

7.2 PIRACY AS AUTONOMY

Why is the "pirate" ethos so popular? To begin with, practices of cultural
appropriation that have always been around - the kinds of poaching, re-
appropriating agencies that de Certeau elaborates on — are in fact deemed
"piratical" in relation to the way contemporary copyright is formulated. As Pang
(2006) writes, the legalistic regime of copyright is in this sense bound to fail, in that
it tries to shield off a field (everyday culture) which is in itself infinitely wider. This
becomes increasingly apparent when digital technology allows for much more
extensive re-appropriation, re-mixing and re-use, when the digital infrastructure
helps in actually manifesting such uses materially. An exchange that previously

happened in someone’s living room now becomes instantiated and potentially
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multiplied in-between P2P hubs. Something that was once an intimate joke
between friends now has the potential to spread virally in an instant over the

Internet.

One central aspect of the multifaceted term "piracy" is the way it works as a
positive affirmation of this renewed user agency. Piracy becomes visualized as a
productive response to the neo-liberal hegemony of the cultural industries. Along
with its countercultural connotations and romantic aura of dissent, "piracy" here
invokes positive liberty: freedom to rather than the negative freedom from. It is a
means to assert one’s autonomy, a way of becoming proactive (strategic) rather
than reactive (tactical). Piracy here defines the ability to make one’s own destiny,
to open the black box of technology and utilize it for one’s own ends — while doing

this in the open, even forming part of the “mainstream”.

On the other side, “piracy”, even as an act, is in no way innocent. In fact, the term
itself makes for a very confrontational standpoint — one that has the potential to be
all the more controversial in that it is not based on a simple dialectic of resistance,

but rather lays claims to something much more harrowing: self-sufficiency.

However, this utopian thrust of self-sufficiency only applies to its autonomous
channels of distribution. So-called "Internet pirates” are not so much producing
their own media, in a community which exists in isolation from that of the
mainstream, but are instead re-appropriating the products of mainstream media,
often without paying for them, and finding alternative ways of distributing and
sharing them. Still, one can argue that the ripped .avi and .iso files that carry the

digitized mainstream movies which circulate via BitTorrent in effect constitute
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artifacts of their own, ontologically different from a purchased DVD or even a
downloaded legal file (which most often comes with a set expiration date). An
Internet user can today live their entire life as a consumer without ever opening a
legally produced DVD sleeve; their experience of the film as a cultural artifact thus
becomes an affair largely autonomous from the expectations of the mainstream
corporate establishment. It might be worth noting, though, how this would
constitute a rather extreme behavior, given that virtually all file sharers interviewed
in my own study noted the permeability between "pirate" and "legitimate"
consumption: all of them did occasionally purchase DVDs and specifically noted
the practicality of illegal files for giving a "preview" of whether material was worth

purchasing or not.

7.3 OCCASIONAL ACTIVISM

The current situation of users sharing copyrighted material with impunity —
massively, anonymously and with full discretion — is often depicted as a crisis of
control: the spiraling by-product of the convergence of computer, audiovisual and
telecommunication media, making it possible to convert any textual product to
instantly duplicable data. This convergence is also said to imply the
interconnection and blurring of roles in-between users, distributors and producers,
as well as "narrowcasting”, i.e. highly specialized choice and user activity (see
Hirsch, 1998; Jenkins, 2006). If this poses a challenge more than an opportunity,
as representatives of the entertainment industry (i.e. lobby organizations such as
RIAA, MPAA, IFPI, BMR, etc.) seem to claim, this “monster” was spawned largely
due to the consistent digitization of cultural products brought about by the content

industry itself, through its dedicated conversion to formats such as CD and DVD
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throughout the 1990s. Thanks to increased broadband connectivity and the implicit
potential of extensive P2P networking it was already clear in 1999, with the
soaring wildfire popularity of Napster, that the situation was, at least in purely

technical terms, irreversible.

Ironically, the praise of "free flows of information”, which has been so vital to the
historiography and futurology of the Internet, suddenly became problematic when
it was realized to what extent old media forms would be remediated by new ones.
P2P-based file sharing, which in its early days was more or less synonymous to
with Napster, thus came to prompt an extensive system of prohibition of
information exchange through laws and technical implementations, as thousands
of civil lawsuits have been issued by the entertainment industry in their worldwide

clampdown on illegal file sharing.

What was wholly unexpected was how quickly this infrastructural transformation
came about and how monumental its impact was on certain economic institutions,
most notably the entertainment industry. File sharing has thus moved the compass
of information use “in a direction that directly contradicts the carefully mapped-out
plans drawn by some large corporate and government players” (Oram, 2001,
pp.395). The question is often split into a proverbial tug of war between two views
of how to use technology and information: one that gives consumers and users the
maximum amount of control over the application of technology and information;
the other that maintains that the provider of information or technology should

control all its uses.
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What a number of authors, including Lawrence Lessig (1999, 2002, 2004, 2008)
and Siva Vaidhyanathan (2001; 2004), have in common is that they take as their
principal examples those spheres of agency where a certain self-reflexive stance
is pronounced among the actors involved: that of deliberately creating alternative
platforms of peer-production or business models of user-generated content, or of
using platforms such as blogs and wikis for expression (grassroots media

production).

There is, | would argue, an activist bias inherent in much of this espousal of P2P
as an emancipatory technology which sometimes borders on the quasi-religious.
Much of it comes from an assertion that many file sharers, cyber activists and net
libertarians seem to believe that they are being actively persecuted by a looming,
nefarious media industry which forces any alternative formation to become hard-
lined and creative in inventing new ways to keep sharing. This assertion is
somewhat misguided, however, when one comes to reflect on the fact that the
very same media industry is striving to find similar ways of creatively harnessing
user agency. Indeed, the whole "Web 2.0" hyperbole is exactly about this: as
Henry Jenkins (2006) writes, Web 2.0 enterprises are in effect instantiations of
media corporations increasingly picking up on insights from fan forums and
grassroots media activism. What is adopted, he argues, is increasingly a strategy
of collaboration (or, in a more critical view, exploitation) rather than an outright
prohibition of these consumer-led movements. The media industry is here seen to
effectively appropriate decentralized consumer agency, for both the creation and
circulation of media content — however, in ways that rarely involve direct

remuneration to these decentralized authors.
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Furthermore, the non-commercial aspect of the activist bias risks overstating the
alleged altruism of file sharing and is clearly at odds with the actual capitalist
appropriation of P2P infrastructures that is currently seen with entities such as
Zamunda.net. Indeed, a more useful way to characterize the situation would be to
regard P2P-based file sharing as a vital part of the radically increased media
convergence that is taking place due to the rapid digitization of consumption,
production and distribution. Convergence brings about multiple ways of accessing
media content and “ever more complex relations between top-down corporate
media and bottom-up participatory culture,” Jenkins argues (2006, pp.243). With
the entirely digital modes of consumption and distribution that we see on the
Internet, both legal and illegal, the roles of consumer and producer are blurred and
occasionally clash, as media consumers become more like participants and co-
creators of trans-media narratives, infrastructures and communities, and traditional

media producers try to harness this participatory agency.

What is appealing about Jenkins’s account is that — in contrast to much of the
literature on hacker culture (see Jordan & Taylor, 2004; Strangelove, 2005) — it is
based on fandom rather than political radicalism. Fandom fosters participation and
knowledgeability, but not necessarily activism. The active, creative reappropriation
of media forms here comes from the love of these media rather than from any
allegedly oppositional political stance relating to the political organization
extraneous to these media. In those modes where use necessarily becomes more
politicized, what is acknowledged are infrastructures which do not force users to
take a specific political standpoint, but instead favor modes of use which generate

possibilities for occasional activism. However, the emphasis on activism described
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above often overshadows the important conditional fact of the word preceding it in

this italicized form: much of the productive activity online is indeed occasional.
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8 CHAPTER EIGHT: FINAL REMARKS

8.1 EVALUATION OF THE RESEARCH

The purpose of the study was to explore the file sharing practice while considering
the local context of a specific country - Bulgaria, and the outcome of this provides
insights into the characteristics of the phenomenon by heeding the specificity of a

local situated ethnographic account.

The conception of the thesis spanned from my initial contact with the subject in
2005, leading to 2009 when the work on this thesis began. My main fieldwork took
place in 2010 when | did most of the participant observation and interviews. Later
in 2012, | did some additional observations and interviews to refresh the study and

check if some major changes had occurred.

The contribution of my research lies first and foremost in the empirical evidence
that it adduces. On a general level this means that the study provides insight into
the file sharing subculture through questioning commonsense assumptions about
file sharing. As most file sharing activities are considered illegal, this research is
significant as it explores a topic not often discussed in social studies and helps in
growing this field up. It adds to the literature a close vision into file sharing
communities, and more widely an understanding of how people participate, what
they do when they participate and why they are motivated to participate. This
dissertation gives insights into the daily activities that make up the act of file

sharing from an insider's point of view.
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More specifically, it contributes also to the body of studies about file sharing by
providing data on that activity in a cultural context often considered "periphery"

and remaining outside the scientific interest.

By taking into consideration the local economic, political and social forces, the
present study helps to gain a better understanding of the file sharing in Bulgaria
and adds knowledge to the pool of studies about interaction between Internet and
Society in different regions and the diversity of technological appropriations that

exists nowadays.

As for the distinctive features of the file sharing practice in Bulgaria, three main
actors were identified during the fieldwork: Internet Providers, Torrent trackers and
subtitling websites. These actors have their own dynamics and characteristics but
they are interconnected and share a common purpose - file sharing. The
construction of this network is an outcome of the ethnographic research rather
than something I've decided at the beginning of the study. | believe it is a good
practical example of how different groups are overlapped and connected in order
to constitute the file sharing community in the country, a community which is rather
a network of connections than a collectivity fixed in a location. It is an ethnographic
study of parts rather than wholes, and movement and connectedness are its main
characteristics. By defining the field site as a network, the field site transitions from
a bounded space that the researcher dwells within to something that more closely
tracks the social phenomenon under study. Moving back and forth between
various locations did not always allow me to spend a long time on site so as to get

a proper experience of participation as it is understood in classical ethnographic
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studies and is often seen as a problem of " being there"” of "multi-sited
ethnography”. Although, this approach is very useful when dealing with digital

technologies which is the case of this research.

The file sharing practice has become a normative condition and one of the most
common uses of Internet technologies in Bulgaria. Considered worldwide an
underground practice with alleged political implications against the industry, in the
local Bulgarian context this practice has been rather appropriated and interpreted
by Internet providers as a business opportunity to gain clients. They have played
a crucial role in implementing the file sharing as a service starting with FTP
servers and eventually migrating to P2P file sharing trackers. A basic requisite for
fast download and upload speed is also covered by these actors as in Bulgaria,
fiber optic is the most common Internet connection. The transition to market
economy and the main conflict with the Bulgarian Telecom denying access to
other companies in the 90s have facilitated the current Internet situation in a
positive way. Nowadays, there is no monopole of the Internet in Bulgaria but
plenty of local Internet providers with their own fiber optic networks and the
national telecom offering ADSL is not even an important player with 200 000 from
a pool of 4 000 000 households using the Internet. The first Internet providers in
the country were "geeks" who established networks with cables hanging between
buildings and thus become Internet entrepreneurs. | believe there is a connection
between that fact and the file sharing appearance in their companies which back
then was only available to the IT crowd. Their interpretation of the file sharing as a
business opportunity helped to further develop the practice as a mass

phenomenon in Bulgaria.
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The proliferation of file sharing practice is at such extent in the country that its
audience is quite similar in size to the conventional movie and music audience.
Sites like the torrent tracker Zamunda are used on a daily basis in many
households to download music, movies, software and books. According to my
observations in Bulgaria, most of the torrent trackers are private, that is to say they
require registration. They have strict rules which guarantee quality of the content
and malware is extremely rare to find. Fundamental attributes of such private file
sharing communities are active participation and reciprocity which are also
embedded in the philosophy of the peer-to-peer technology, but are enhanced in
communities like Zamunda by the rules and norms, the very design and
organization of the community. The strong rule of active participation and
reciprocity also remove the ability to free ride (download without sharing) for
extended periods of time in comparison to public file sharing communities like The
Pirate Bay where a tendency to free ride could be found. Members in communities
like Zamunda.net have a strong trust in the community as a "meeting place" and
that the content would be of a highest quality. Thus, some of the benefits of being
a torrent website with your own tracker server are the higher speed, tighter
community and safer downloads. Finally, strong technical skills are needed to

participate both at the community level, and also higher up in "the Scene".

Private file sharing communities like Zamunda guarantee access not only to
quality content but more importantly by collaborating with subtitling websites, they
have an added value, that of matching subtitles in Bulgarian language for their
releases. Bulgarian language is a minority language with around 9 000 000 native

speakers in the world and Bulgarian media and movie market is a small one and

Maya Georgieva Ninova 2015 P a g e | 155



A CONNECTIVE ETHNOGRAPHY OF A FILE SHARING PRACTICE: THE BULGARIAN CASE

often access to favorite content is only available online. The ordinary Bulgarian
user needs subtitles in order to access this content. Unlike the situation with the

torrent websites in Bulgaria, there are only two websites for Bulgarian subtitles.

Subsunacs which was approached for this thesis has a very free spirit and, unlike
the private torrent trackers, registration here is necessary only if the user wants to
publish into the forum section. Downloading and uploading subtitles is free and
anonymous activity, it is also free of charge. The forums basically operate as an
online support between translators and rarely others than them are participating,
except people requesting subtitles. Translators organize themselves in teams in
order to help each other and learn from the others. Also, the purpose of the teams
IS to establish certain rules for translations and thus, look after the quality of the
subtitles but also to respect the work of others. Subtitling involves not only
language competence in order to make the translation but also a technical one for

the timing and use of subtitling software.

As for the incentives to participate in file sharing, a specific one related only to
subtitling was the passion for the proper translation and language. Interviewed
translators define their activity as (a) a hobby, (b) a way to enrich their language

knowledge, and (c) a contribution to content in proper Bulgarian language.

Other four issues related to motivation for file sharing were identified from

interviews with participants:

e Cost and "poverty" - there is a consensus that high cost of desired content
and the "low income" in the country make people go online and file share

instead of purchase. There was also a widespread opinion than in the West
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it is different because people are richer. Even in these cases of a doubt,
"poverty” instead of mentality is selected as justification;

e Choice - people want to access the content they want in a format they want
and when they want, physical stores and cinemas seem to offer less of the
desired content, whereas sources that provideaccess to unauthorised
content enable unlimited access to it;

e Scarcity - scarcity refers to the lack of ability to purchase desired content in
either physical or digital form and consumers engage in file sharing
activities in order to access what they want;

e Convenience - technologies supporting file sharing are seen as easy to use
in accessing the desired content whenever and however you want free of

charge.

When the norm is to file share, the alternatives seem to be rarely considered.The
respondent accounts contained a high degree of acknowledgement that society
would have to adapt to this now irreversible, underlying material configuration. As
the technical protocols that enable digital networking are so open and mutable,
while the Internet at large is based on file sharing and a P2P diagram, the file
sharers' own argument of the "naturalness"” and "unstoppable” nature of the
phenomenon does carry considerable weight. Since the overall agency is so highly

distributed, no single agent can be said to have the entire responsibility.

Have people stopped sharing, after having seen various actions during the years
against FTP servers and torrent trackers? A migratory behaviour is commonplace,

where users shift to newer protocols as the older ones get to be seen as no longer
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adequate, while the notion of being "hidden in the crowd" makes for a view among
the file sharers themselves that the activity is relatively risk-free. Moreover,
virtually no cases were brought forward in Bulgaria during that period against
private, file sharing individuals, while overall P2P traffic remained strong; it even

increased significantly.

Nevertheless, the legal climate appears to have prompted a low degree of
reflexivity among the file sharers. It could be argued that societies like Bulgaria
where cybercrimes aren't exactly a priority and there is no strong public discourse

on intellectual property and laws in this area foster such lack of reflexivity.

On the other hand, in the bizarre climate of a post socialist country characterized
by complex transformations due to the clash between pre-existing forms and
values and the newly adopted order, a social, economic and cultural vacuum is at
hand where local people reconstruct and interpret the new verities in their own
ways. The fact that the file sharing in question is, in most instances, illegal appears
to force widespread justification by comparison with Western intellectual property
and copyright laws which do not apply to "us" who are poorer and cannot pay the
prices of intellectual products. This attitude suggests that the Iron Curtain

psychologically and culturally speaking might be still there.

The use of Internet technologies is not exclusive to youth or gender but can be
more effectively understood as a cultural stance dependent of personal inclination.
In the case of file sharing, | would argue that the most vital conditions for the
practice are technical, economical and - in the case of Bulgaria - national (as that

is the arguably most determining linguistic and historical condition here). In
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Bulgaria, this has been facilitated by high levels of computer literacy and access to
broadband, which might hide or naturalize the barriers of entry involved (such as
knowledge, skill and material ability). What is also required is a strong personal
inclination to individually govern one's own media consumption, to discover new
media and explore technologies - in this sense, a highly autonomous media
consumption. For many years, during communism the access to information was
controlled by the government and circulation of what was considered by the
administration "Western- ish" was very limited to what was measured as non
offensive for the local paradigm. Often circulation of cultural artifacts occurred
underground as the only available possibility. After the end of the communist era,
people had the possibility to access the information they want without restrictions

and they go for it without any moral remorse.

As file sharing so clearly thrives on opportunism, individual utility and gratification,
the alleged dichotomy between non-commercial and corporate interests that the
"copyfight” implies is in fact contested, as actors such as Zamunda appear to be
Internet entrepreneurs, as well as subversives. While such services do ease
access to technologies that were once at the behest of "geeks" only, this
semi(institutionalization) is not necessarily dependent on altruism or democratic
agendas. Moreover, as "heavy" file sharers tend to be similarly "heavy" media
consumers or fans in general, file sharing becomes a prime example of how
customers rework core premises of the means of distribution in order to
accommodate their own interests (Jenkins, 2006). It also means that the

opportunism and convenience which the phenomenon thrives upon is not
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necessarily antithetical to contemporary, mainstream capitalism, and can in fact be

accommodated within it.

In Bulgarian society the notion of "copyfight" did not reach yet the traditional news
media in the way as it stands in the western countries and file sharing is a widely
established phenomenon, which was never framed in the way the early American
debate frame it (likened to terrorism and an assault on existing commercial
structures). In Bulgaria, the question of how to rid society of file sharing does not
exist nor more progressive question of how to accommodate it within
contemporary capitalism. Yet, the phenomenon is already accommodated and
seminstitucionalized in the country and it would be interesting to observe its

evolution once the intellectual property debate is on the focus.

Formations like Zamunda and other similar venues can be understood as strategic
sovereigns helping to formulate the phenomenon of P2P-based file sharing as one
of condition/norm rather than reaction/deviation. They have publicly visible
presence and even the "copyfight" is yet non-existing in the country they play the
role of occasional activists without giving the impression of the activism as more

crucial to the phenomenon that it actually is.

8.2 FUTURE RESEARCH SUGGESTIONS

It is a fairly non-controversial observation that heavy file sharers are heavy
consumers of culture in general. However, given the greater ability of previewing
material and of acquiring more obscure content thanks to file sharing, how have
the habits and consumption patterns changed among those media consumers who

routinely file share? More detailed studies of this aspect are needed, as well as on
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how individual users come to question their own role, and the impact of their own
actions - and what the level of awareness actually is, in different geographical/
demographic settings, of conditions for cultural production, distribution and

consumption.

Also, more studies that take a localized, situated view of the Internet are needed in
order to talk about different national histories of the Internet, defined primarily by
linguistic boundaries. Theses with similar focus and methodology as this one
could, for example, usefully be replicated in various geographical settings, for

comparative purposes.
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