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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. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 







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



An interesting finding…













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



Revisiting Tufeki and Wilson…



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


