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Not too long ago, beginning in late 2010, the term 

“the Arab Spring” was used to describe dramatic events 

and sweeping political changes that occurred in North 

Africa. About the time of the first regime change, which 

occurred in Tunisia, Evgeny Morozov was completing 

his book, which opens with “thousands of young 

Iranians” taking to the streets with smartphones and 

other electronic devices. This episode, which was 

greeted with optimistic euphoria in western states, 

occurred in June 2009 and was called “The Twitter 

Revolution” (pp.1-4). Through more than 300 pages of 

text, Morozov’s The Net Delusion: The Dark Side of 

Internet Freedom is an unrelenting attack on the notion 

that the use of modern technology, especially the 

Internet, will readily result in positive benefits for 

humanity. In chapter after chapter he argues that 

democracy is not necessarily the political outcome of 

social networking on the Internet. 
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 In the book’s introduction Morozov presents two 

notions: cyber-utopianism and Internet-centrism. The 

former is the belief in the capacity of online 

communication to achieve freedom. The assumption is, 

according to Morozov, that if tweeting will trigger 

community activism in Seattle, it must also work in 

Shanghai and Teheran and Moscow and other cities 

dominated by authoritarian regimes. Unlike cyber-

utopianism, Internet-centrism is not a belief; rather, it is 

an approach to gain certain desired ends like democracy 

and a liberal society. According to Morozov, this 

methodology centralizes all approaches to attain the 

desired ends through technology, as if the political 

context is only of a minor importance. Internet-centrism 

prioritizes the tool over the cultural environment so the 

presumption is that technology can achieve whatever is 

wanted. Taken together, the flawed set of assumptions 

that is cyber-utopianism carried out in the crippled 

methodology that is Internet-centrism creates the 

misapprehension that online technology will foster a 

liberal revolution rather than bolster a dictatorship. 

Morozov labels this mistake “the Net Delusion” (p. 

xvii). Through the next eleven chapters he develops a 

strong argument supporting his assessment that freedom 

on the Internet often has a dark, undesired outcome. 

 In the book’s second chapter, entitled “Texting 

Like It’s 1989,” Morozov reveals the basis of many 

westerners’ cyber-utopianism. He begins the chapter by 

referencing a speech made by Secretary of State Hillary 

Clinton at Newseum on January 21, 2010. Using Cold 

War rhetoric, Clinton linked developments in the early 

twenty-first century with those of the late 1980s. She 

stated that “a new information curtain is descending 
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across much of the world…viral videos and blog posts 

are becoming the samizdat of our day” (p. 35). She 

asserted that “information freedom supports the peace 

and security that provide a foundation for global 

progress” (p. 34). Upon that assumption, the secretary of 

state erected her conclusion: “We need to put these tools 

[Facebook, Twitter, etc.] in the hands of people around 

the world who will use them to advance democracy and 

human rights” (p. 34). Morozov refers to this resolute 

confidence in the efficacy of technology as “the Google 

Doctrine,” and uses this term as the title of the opening 

chapter, where he begins to analyze the deluded faith in 

cyber-utopianism and Internet-centrism. In contrast to 

Clinton, Morozov sees a vast difference between 

bloggers and the Soviet dissidents of the 1980s. 

Whereas purveyors of samizdat in the USSR became 

vitally engaged in clandestine, anti-government 

activities, Morozov claims that the more typical 

engagement on Facebook involves posting an opinion 

that may only be thirty words. He argues that social 

networking, wherein one can pontificate about almost 

anything and build an enormous community of web 

friends, is for persons with a narcissistic spirit, and such 

a spirit, according to Morozov, is not one that is capable 

of toppling authoritarian regimes. Persons in virtual 

communities are more adept at signing a petition, which 

may take all of thirty seconds to do, than in providing 

real money for a cause, such as Saving the Children of 

Africa (p. 190). 

 Morozov’s view that Internet activity often 

involves very little actual commitment is driven home in 

chapter seven, which is his most philosophical. This 

chapter is entitled “Why Kierkegaard Hates 
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Slacktivism.” Morozov believes that Soren Kierkegaard 

“lived in interesting times not entirely unlike our own,” 

and the essential similarity of importance for his 

argument about communication is that the newspaper in 

Kierkegaard’s day is comparable with the Internet in 

ours (p. 184). Kierkegaard loathed the “absolutely 

demoralizing existence of the daily press” because the 

newspaper seemed to force people to have opinions on 

many topics, and many of these opinionated persons 

would chatter about their views in the coffee houses 

without actually engaging in any authentic action. 

Morozov asserts that the Internet combines the coffee 

house with today’s endless cycle of news because the 

opinionated person can sit comfortably in his own high-

tech room with a coffee mug near the computer mouse 

while engaging his so-called Facebook friends in virtual 

dialogue without much more commitment to a given 

issue than pressing the send button. Morozov castigates 

such digital activism as “slactivism.” This term means 

persons are pressing their blogs on world issues and 

assuming that “given enough tweets, the world’s 

problems are solvable.” He concludes: “The problem 

with political activism facilitated by social networking 

sites is that much of it happens for reasons that have 

nothing to do with one’s commitment to ideas and 

politics in general, but rather to impress one’s friends” 

(p. 186). Morozov’s relentless criticisms of the Tweeters 

and the Facebook friends strongly suggests that online 

communication is for shallow persons acting 

superficially. He sums up his censure by stating that 

photos of animals, like the now famous image of the cat 

flushing the toilet, are more at home on the Internet than 

images of oppressed persons being crushed by dictators. 



GEORGE SOCHAN 

 92 

 

 That millions, even tens of millions, of persons 

participating in online communication engage in it more 

for non-political reasons than political ones can be used 

to the advantage of authoritarian governments. Chapter 

Three, entitled “Orwell’s Favorite Lolcat,” opens with a 

succinct account of a Russian Internet show called “The 

Tits Show.” Morozov states that “a horny and slightly 

overweight young man travels around Moscow 

nightclubs in search of perfect breasts” (p. 57). While 

the show, which is supported by the Kremlin and 

sponsored by Russia.ru, conducts an occasional political 

interview, these are superficial. The point of this show 

and others like them is to distract Russians from 

political engagement. Authoritarian leaders, like 

Vladimir Putin, have found that Internet freedom creates 

depoliticalization. The irony is that the liberalization of 

certain institutions, like the Internet, has inhibited 

democracy while reinforcing authoritarianism. Perhaps 

it will surprise many, but Hugo Chavez has a Twitter 

account. In one month’s time the authoritarian president 

had 500,000 followers. Unlike his presence at a podium, 

where the Venezuelan president may deliver a long 

harangue filled with heated rhetoric, the tweeting 

Chavez is disarmingly and succinctly polite. He charms 

tweeters with short statements like “Hello Mariana, the 

truth is I’m an anti-dictator, and I love my beautiful 

Mexico” (p. 114). As Morozov conveys it, Chavez’s use 

of Twitter is similar to photographs of Joseph Stalin 

with children on his lap and President Franklin 

Roosevelt’s talks on the radio to connect with 

Americans in a warm way. However, the advantage of 

Twitter over the photos of a dictator and the fireside 
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chats of a U.S. president is that the modern technology 

is two-way and seemingly provides a community, no 

matter how superficial it may be. In the end the 

importance of using online communication is that it can 

disengage people from democratic activism.  

 In the chapter “Orwell’s Favorite Lolcat,” 

Morozov cites a study done by two German academics 

on East Germans during the 1970s and the 1980s. Their 

conclusion in “Opium for the Masses: How Foreign 

Media Can Stabilize Authoritarian Regimes” is that the 

more politically disenchanted East Germans were those 

who had the least access to western TV programs. The 

East Germans who could receive television programs 

from West Germany were more interested in the virtual 

world of characters on shows like Dallas and Bonanza 

than they were in the lives of real persons actually living 

in the world. The two German academics concluded that 

the virtual world of television provided an escape from 

their dreary existence and, thereby, made the oppressive 

Communist government more bearable. Meanwhile, 

those East Germans who did not have access to western 

programs were much less tolerant of the government and 

more politically active. Morozov concludes: “Whatever 

external pressures, most people eventually find a way to 

accustom themselves to the most brutal political 

realities, whether by means of television, art, or sex” (p. 

66). He supports this conclusion with evidence of life in 

contemporary authoritarian regimes, which had 

liberalized access to the Internet. For example, tens of 

millions of persons in China have the freedom to surf 

the Internet “to buy TVs with the biggest screens in the 

world,” to purchase “books on how to get your kids into 

Harvard,” and to have “sex with [persons] they met on 
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the Web” (pp. 68-70). The reasoning of the 

governmental leaders apparently is that persons 

distracted by consumerism and sex are less apt to 

confront them politically. 

 Apparently, people in authoritarian societies are 

living in some version of Aldous Huxley’s Brave New 

World wherein the government maintains social control 

through liberal doses of drugs, commodities, 

entertainment, and sex. For instance, “the extremely 

restrictive Burmese government permits—and 

sometimes even funds—hip-hop performances around 

the country” (p. 80). However, George Orwell’s harsh 

vision of life in an authoritarian regime is not archaic. In 

1984 technology was used to exert control over people. 

In Orwell’s book the TV was used to provide  

surveillance; and according to Morozov, today the 

Internet is used for this same purpose. Morozov notes 

that dictators “are usually active consumers and 

producers of information” (pp. 90-91). Instead of 

bugging a room with a microphone, agents of an 

authoritarian regime can acquire (consume) information 

by reading emails and blogs. In fact, they do not have to 

read all the words in the post but can just make a search 

for key words, like “democracy,” “human rights,” and 

“public protest.” The social networking, which occurs so 

readily on the Internet, enables these agents to discover 

associates of persons who are under surveillance for 

political reasons. In regards to producing information, 

authoritarian governments pay regime supporters to 

submit posts favorable to the leadership. These persons 

do this under an ID that does not identify them as 

someone connected to the government. (Such blogging 

apparently occurs in the United States, if the accusations 
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made in certain outraged posts can be believed. On 

controversial issues, such as Obamacare, the charge has 

been made that persons who are liberal write critically of 

the conservative position but as if they are a 

conservative person and vice-versa.) Morozov believes 

that both the soft authoritarianism of Brave New World 

and the harsh authoritarianism of 1984, facilitated by 

online technology, are practiced by dictatorships and 

even democratic governments. “China is becoming more 

like [the West] in very visible ways (Starbucks, Hooters, 

cellphones that are cooler than ours), and [the West is] 

becoming more like China in less visible ones (torture, 

warrantless wiretapping, indefinite detention, though not 

nearly on the Chinese scale)” (p. 79). 

 Evgeny Morozov provides a stimulating analysis 

of online communication and the misapprehensions of 

what such technology can provide as well as has 

provided. He also points out important warnings, such as 

that western misunderstandings of Internet usage in 

other countries, like Iran in 2009, can and have led to the 

arrest of persons by authoritarian governments. His 

content is substantive and presented provocatively so 

that the reader can readily take note of his claims. These 

claims are generally supported by bibliographic listings 

for each chapter that total sixty-nine pages for the entire 

book. Unfortunately, the author does not provide 

specific support for the development of his conduct. 

Despite the fact that Morozov often quotes sources 

verbatim, he does not provide a single citation in the 

book. The lack of citations does diminish the academic 

value of his work. While the stimulating prose will 

appeal to many readers, the book should have citations 

for quoted as well as paraphrased content in order to 



GEORGE SOCHAN 

 96 

address the scholarly interests of the academician. Even 

though undocumented, the book does provide many 

interesting insights into the use, the limitations, and the 

misunderstandings of modern online technology. 

 

 




