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Introduction

The notion of ‘participative war (Merrin, 2019) highlights new forms of remote
participation in armed conflicts afforded by social technology platforms. Conflating digital
and physical battlefronts and eliding the distinction between military and civilians,
platforms reconstitute the social conditions shaping people’s relationship to wars (Hoskins
& O’Loughlin, 2010). Attending to these networked transformations, literature on
participation in wars has been heavily focused on their information aspects, including
witnessing, memory, influence operations and computational propaganda. To date,
research on sociomaterial practices surrounding hyperconnected battlefields (e.g.,
Asmolov, 2021; Chouliaraki, 2015) remains scarce: there is a gap in understanding how
the architectures of participation afforded by Web 2.0 shape wartime social processes ‘on
the ground’, including military logistics and the delivery of humanitarian aid to affected
populations (Boichak, 2019).

Recent political conflicts in Eastern Europe, including the armed conflicts in Ukraine and
Nagorno-Karabakh have demonstrated that the scope of digitally mediated participation
in war-related activities is much broader and goes far beyond the information domain
(Boichak, 2017). An additional case to consider is the Belarusian protests: despite being
a political conflict, the streets of major Belarusian cities can be also considered an urban
battlefield that attracted global attention in the real time and offered opportunities for
remote participation. A rapidly emerging sociomaterial practice in this context is the use
of crowdfunding platforms to provide aid to the conflict-affected military and civilian
populations. Echoing the conference theme, we investigate the role crowdfunding
platforms play in fostering novel forms of interdependence among users as geopolitical
actors in remote conflicts. Situating the inquiry in the ongoing military and political conflicts
in Eastern Europe, we undertake the ‘logistic turn’ to explore the mediation of distant
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suffering through conflict-related crowdfunding. We ask: how do crowdfunding platforms
constitute relationships between spectators and the hyperconnected battlefield, and what
is the role of remote human suffering therein?

Background

Remote humanitarian participation in response to disasters and conflicts has a rich history
that dates back at least a hundred years. Mediated by symbolic and material artefacts —
boundary objects (Star and Grisemer, 1989) — various forms of crowdfunding helped
foster relationships between the intersecting social worlds of conflict and those of its
remote spectators. Postage stamps (Figure 1) were a popular boundary object of the
epistolary communicative tradition, drawing public attention to the suffering of veterans,
their families, those with war related disabilities, and children orphaned by wars.
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Figure 1. WWI-era stamps from the Russian Empire. Courtesy of the author(s).

In the contemporary time, the duration and extent of remote involvement among the public
is known to be driven by three groups of factors: personal ties, remote suffering, and
identity and expressions of patriotism (Boulianne et al., 2018). These heterogeneous
geographies, histories, and cultures of care turn crowdfunding platforms into a complex
site of empirical analysis (Figure 2). Crowdfunding platforms mediate the relationship
between information sharing and capacity for action and afford an array of opportunities
for responding to crisis events. Serving as conduits for involvement in conflicts,
crowdfunding platforms are capable of accelerating response timelines as information,
including photos and eyewitness accounts, as well as contact information and resources,



can be posted and shared synchronously while those events are unfolding. In
crowdfunding platform-mediated spaces, news and requests for help might come from
the victims and survivors of crisis directly, avoiding media organisations and other
institutional intermediaries (Boulianne et al., 2018). An ongoing discussion in the literature
is whether these new forms of mediation constitute users as remote spectators, or allows
for new forms of participation, and the effect it might have on the types and sets of
boundary objects involved in the process.
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Figure 2. People’s Project [Screenshot]. Retrieved from http://www.peoplesproject.com/

Data and Method

Situating our inquiry in the ongoing conflicts in the Eastern European region, we chose
six prominent crowdfunding platforms for inclusion in our comparative case study:
People’s Project, Come Back Alive (Ukraine); Anna Astvatsaturian Foundation, Hayastan
All-Armenian Fund (Armenia); #BYSOL, BelarusTogether (Belarus, Figure 3). Drawing
on data craft, a theory/method package for critical internet studies (Acker & Donovan,
2019), we investigate two sets of boundary objects that mediate the connection between
zones of conflict and their remote participants. The first set has to do with the crowdfunded
artefacts, both tangible and intangible (from medical supplies, tactical equipment, and
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prosthetics to refugee resettlement, environmental and educational initiatives). The
second set of boundary objects are the mediated representations of human suffering,
which get curated, ordered, and circulated by algorithmic media. Accounting for the
structural and functional diversity of conflict-related crowdfunding platforms, we then
position these objects on a matrix based on their discursive and material significance: the
narratives of suffering and the artefacts that are being funded to alleviate it.
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Figure 3. BYSOL Crowdfunding [Screenshot], Retrieved from: https://bysol.org/en/

Findings & Discussion

Through its participatory architectures, crowdfunding problematises the traditional tropes
of international humanitarianism, whereby those who suffer are not merely the recipients
of relief, conveying the promise of authentic, diffused, and multifaceted self-
representations by the communities in crisis. In fact, our analysis shows that crowdfunded
goods and services — the first set of boundary objects that link to the conflict zone — elide
the distinction between military and civilian logistics even further due to being a
complement, or at times a substitute, of those traditionally provided by the state. In this
context, one may argue that crowdfunding is just a new term used to describe conflict
related fundraising mostly related to different forms of humanitarian assistance.

At the same time, conflict-related crowdfunding could be considered a new form of identity
proclamation with regard to the users’ positionality in the conflict: in many cases,
participation in crowdfunding is visible and crowdfunding campaigns rely on networked
amplification and diffusion on social media. From this point of view, crowdfunding
becomes an open question to your network: “Are you with us, or are you against us?”.
From the case study above, we can see crowdfunding platforms not only reconfigure the
relationship between spectators and the hyperconnected battlefield by challenging the
centrality of power in military and humanitarian logistics, but also create the conditions of
possibility — some might call it hope — for post-conflict reconstruction and a future after
the military conflict. This finding suggests that the second set of boundary objects —
representations of distant human suffering — are, by far, not the only mediators between
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spectators and the hyperconnected battlefield, which adds a new research direction to
our understanding of values that drive remote humanitarianism in the digital age.
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