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“Because of social media we reach people in 
the smallest corners of America. We are 
plucking at a cord that has not been plucked
forever. There is a network and a hashtag to 
gather around. It is powerful to be in 
alignment with our own people” 

- Cullors-Brignac, one of the cofounders of 
the BLM movement, to the CNN





Arab Spring – A background







Twitter’s transformation -- once the domain 
of “a bunch of bored hipsters who had an 
irresistible urge to share their breakfast 
plans,” turned into “an engine of political 
revolution.” (Morozov 2011)



The Revolutions Were 
Tweeted: Information Flows 
during the 2011 Tunisian and 
Egyptian Revolutions
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Figure 1. Actor Type Distributions for Tunisia (left) and Egypt (right). 
 

 
We assumed that an organization’s Twitter account plays a different role than an individual 

account, often serving as the official voice of a group, company, or organization. We define organization 
accounts as the following: MSM, non-media org, Web news org, and bots (which, in many cases, are 
controlled by automated programs representing non-individual interests). All other actor types are 
considered individual accounts. In comparing organization accounts to individual accounts in our datasets 
(see Figure 2), we found that roughly 70% of the actors in each dataset are individuals.  
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Table 1. Twitter User Behavior: Number of Followers and Level of Activity per Type. 
 

 
 

To understand further how different actor types behaved, we looked at their tweet to retweet 
ratio (see Tables 2 and 3). This is an indication of how often different actors’ tweets are retweeted by their 
followers. We take this to be a measure of how well actors engage their audiences. At the low end of this 
metric are “other” users, who are able to elicit retweets approximately 30% of the time, compared to 88% 
for MSM accounts. Additionally, Twitter accounts of organizations (MSM, Web news org, and non-media 
org) have substantially higher retweet rates (i.e., flow sizes) than do individual accounts. 
 
 
 

Table 2. Chart of Flow Dynamics by Single Actor Types, as well as by Full Paths: Tunisia 
Dataset. 
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 Table 3. Chart of Flow Dynamics by Single Actor Types, as well as by Full Paths: Egypt Dataset. 

 
 
To understand the impact of actor types on the information flows, we look at two important attributes: 
source and size. An information flow’s source refers to the user who first posted the content. If we look at 
the distribution of information flows across source types, the differences in dynamics between the Tunisia 
and Egypt datasets are prominent (see Figure 3). 
 

              
          Figure 3. Distribution of Information flows by Source Type for Tunisia and Egypt.  
 
Note: Bars represent the number of threads (as a % of total threads) in each dataset that were seeded by 
an actor of the given type. 
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We define an information flow’s size as the total number of participatory tweets, namely, tweets that are 
close copies or retweets of the information flow source (see Figure 4).  
 

           
                            Figure 4: Information Flow Sizes for Tunisia and Egypt. 
 
Note: Bars represent the median number of tweets in threads that were originated by an actor of the 
given type.   
 
 

When considering the Tunisia dataset, Figures 3 and 4 suggest that, while more journalists than 
bloggers served as sources for information flows in Tunisia, those flows started by bloggers were 
substantially larger in size. This suggests that bloggers played an important role in surfacing and 
disseminating news from Tunisia, as they had a substantially higher likelihood to engage their audience to 
participate, compared with any other actor type. Additionally, the Tunisia dataset showed less 
engagement from MSM, journalists, or activists, compared to Egypt. 

 
When looking at the Egypt data, there are very clear distinctions: MSM, journalists, and activists 

were much more engaged in information flows, serving as the main sources of flows much more than in 
the Tunisia dataset. Additionally, they drew larger participation from their audience, as measured through 
flow size. Meanwhile, although non-media orgs account for being the source of 5% of all flows (26 out of 
500), they had the largest average size, most notably a flow started by the official WikiLeaks account, 
which read: “WikiLeaks did "more 4 Arab democracy than decades of backstage U.S. diplomacy." 
http://bit.ly/iitGiF #egypt #tunisia.” 
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Sub-Flows 

In order to gain another dimension of understanding of the flow of information on Twitter and the 
relationship between actor types in our data, we examined what we call sub-flows. Each information flow 
is made up of multiple sub-flows. A sub-flow between user A and B (AÆB) exists if user B retweeted text 
that user A had previously posted.  

 
By collapsing every sub-flow within all chosen information flows, we see recurring patterns of 

retweet behavior among actor types. In the ten most common sub-flow paths between coded actors 
across both datasets, journalists, activists, bloggers, and “other” actor types are the most prominent (see 
Table 4). This reinforces the claim that, while organizational actors have larger followings on average, 
individual actors are much more likely to play an active role in information dissemination. 
 
 
            Table 4. Ten most Common Sub-flows for each Dataset (Tunisia left, Egypt right). 
 

 
 

In both datasets, journalists and activists serve primarily as key information sources, while 
bloggers and activists are more likely to retweet content and, thus, serve as key information routers. 
While there are substantially more journalists actively posting and reposting content about Egypt, the 
general retweet behavior between the two datasets is similar. In both datasets, journalist content tends to 
be re-posted frequently by bloggers, activists, and other journalists. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Social media and the decision 
to participate in political 
protest: Observations from 
Tahrir Square 



An interesting finding…



Social Media and Political Protest in Egypt Z. Tufekci & C. Wilson

Table 2 Percent of Protestors Using Different Media by Purpose and Gender

Use In General For Communicating About Protests

Male
(n = 792)

Female
(n = 258)

Total
(N = 1,050)

Male
(n = 792)

Female
(n = 258)

Total
(N = 1,050)

Blog 14 18 15 10 16 12
E-mail 83 85 83 25 33 27
Facebook 49 60 52 48 60 51
Phone 92 93 92 80 87 82
Print 64 59 63 59 52 58
Satellite TV 93 94 94 92 93 92
Text 61 67 62 46 49 46
Twitter 15 20 16 11 19 13

also somewhat more likely to use Twitter in general (20% vs. 15%, χ2(1) = 3.41,
p = .065) and significantly more likely to use it for communicating about the protest
(19% vs. 11%, χ2(1) = 9.69, p = .002).

Respondents tended to rely on the same media for information about the Tahrir
Square protests as they did for more general communication. Satellite TV and the
phones were the two most popular media choices for both types of use (Table 2).
However, there were two striking differences. A far greater proportion of protestors
(83%) reported using E-mail for general purposes than reported using E-mail for
communicating about the protests (27%; χ2(1) = 83.2, p < .001). Respondents
were also significantly more likely to use text messaging in general (62%) than for
communicating about the protests (46%; χ2(1) = 53.84, p < .001).

Hearing about and participating in protests
In spite of widespread media use, nearly half (48.4%) of those in our sample reported
that they had first heard about the Tahrir Square demonstrations through face-to-
face communication. Interpersonally oriented media such as Facebook (28.3%) and
telephone (13.1%) were the next most common first sources. Satellite TV was the
initial source of information for only a few (4.0%). All other options barely registered
as means of hearing about the protests with around 1% of subjects reporting that they
had first heard of the protests through texting, E-mail, Twitter, radio, newspaper,
or other printed materials. Thus, traditional mass media were far less important
for information people about the protest than were more interpersonal means
of communication (face-to-face, telephone, or Facebook). There were also stark
differences among digitally mediated forms of communication. Although Facebook
(28.3%) was by far the most dominant means of hearing about the protests outside
of face-to-face communication, texting, for example, was rarely the means by which
someone first heard about the protests (0.8%), even though it was used widely for
sharing information about the protests (46%).
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Z. Tufekci & C. Wilson Social Media and Political Protest in Egypt

Table 3 Impact of General Media Use on Participation in Protests

Attended Protests on First Day Previously Attended Protests

Predictor Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Age 1.007 1.009 1.033∗∗∗ 1.036∗∗∗

Male 1.294 1.291∗ 1.091 1.062
Education 1.047 0.997 1.143∗ 1.063
Internet at home 1.453∗ 1.318 1.602∗ 1.394
Internet on phone 1.092 1.031 1.169 1.123
Blogs 1.354∗ 1.486∗

E-mail 0.799 1.020
Facebook 1.252 1.342∗

Phone 1.137 0.683
Print 1.274∗ 1.677∗∗∗

Satellite TV 0.540∗ 0.815
Text messaging 1.128 1.156
Twitter 1.536∗ 1.351∗

Constant 0.214∗∗∗ 0.342∗ 0.057∗∗∗ 0.075∗∗∗

Log-likelihood −682.616 −670.172 −651.436 −635.845

Note: Logistic regression coefficients.
∗p < 0.10. ∗∗p < 0.01. ∗∗∗p < 0.001.

Tables 3, 4, and 5 present logistic regressions that model the odds that use of a
particular media source or the channel through which a participant learned about the
protests, controlling for age, gender, and location of Internet access, contributed to
whether a respondent participated in protests. Pseudo R2 is not reported as it is not
interpretable in a manner comparable to R2 in OLS regression and does not account
for variation (Hoetker, 2007). Instead, log-likelihoods are included.

Table 3 includes models participation in previous protests or in the protests of
January 25 (the first day of the Tahrir Square protests). Models 1 and 3 include age,
gender, education, and general Internet use at home or on a phone as controls, while
Models 2 and 4 take into account different types of media used in general by the
respondents. Being older was associated with having attended previous protests and
those with Internet at home were more likely to report being in Tahrir on the first day
of protests or having participated in previous protests. However, breaking Internet
use into specific platforms (Models 2 and 4) reveals that the relationship between
Internet at home and protest participation is mediated by specific kinds of media
use rather than general use. Respondents who had previously attended protests were
more likely to use print media (primarily newspapers), blogs, Facebook, and Twitter
for general information. These respondents were also more likely to have attended the
Tahrir protests on the first day (though Facebook use was not a significant predictor).
Satellite TV users had half the odds of being present on the first day of protests
compared to those who did not use satellite TV and this was the only statistically
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Contrasting online and 
offline social movements



Parallels with historical social 
movements



“Because of social media we reach people in 
the smallest corners of America. We are 
plucking at a cord that has not been plucked
forever. There is a network and a hashtag to 
gather around. It is powerful to be in 
alignment with our own people” 

- Cullors-Brignac, one of the cofounders of 
the BLM movement, to the CNN



More loose Ties lead to more 
activists

� “ You‟re not going to get everyone who liked 
your Facebook page to volunteer their 
summer, building schools and helping out, but 
its still all part of that journey.” – Craig 
Kieldburger

� “Social media opens the megaphone so much 
wider… when you finally look at that spectrum, 
we‟ve got more people who are finally making 
a journey.” – Craig Kieldburger



Revisiting Tufeki and Wilson…



#SocialMovements on Twitter

• Community

• Awareness

• Organization



Why social media is reinventing 
activism

� „Feel good clicking rather than make a change‟ 
– Kessler

� „Slacktivism‟: The act of participating in 
obviously pointless activities as an expedient 
alternative to actually expending effort to fix a 
problem‟



Example of poor activism -
Kessler
� Red Cross: 208,500 „likes‟ on FB

� Online donations accounted for 3.6% (private 
donations)



https://www.ted.com/talks/zeynep_tufekci_how_the_internet_has_made_social_change_easy
_to_organize_hard_to_win#t-4052

https://www.ted.com/talks/zeynep_tufekci_how_the_internet_has_made_social_change_easy_to_organize_hard_to_win


What can social media platforms 
do to support real activism, 
beyond “slacktivism”?



“[...] Then I saw Brown’s body
laying out there, and I said, Damn, they did it 
again! [...] I’m not just going to tweet about it 
from the comfort of my bed. So I went down 
there.”

- Johnetta Elzie, BLM protestor 



But, “What if the liberating potential of the 
Internet also contains the seeds of 
depoliticization and thus 
dedemocratization?” (Morozov 2011)

Can social media be abolishing freedom 
instead?





Threats to freedom



A few concluding thoughts


