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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)



#SocialMovements on Twitter

• Community

• Awareness

• Organization









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.” 





Social media played important facilitation roles in terms of inter- and intra-
group communication , but mainstream media remained relevant



Social Media 

Participation in an 

Activist Movement for 
Racial Equality



Performance metrics of predicting daily PV. 
Here (1) RMSE is root mean squared error; (2) 
MAPEis median absolute percentage error; (3) 
SMAPE is symmetric mean absolute 
percentage error; and (4) Correct @ ≤ 20% is 
the percent of PV estimates within 20% of the 
true values.



Bridging the offline and the online





Social media helped the assembling of masses of individuals from diverse 

backgrounds within physical spaces.





Contrasting online and 
offline social movements



Parallels with historical social 
movements

Physical assemblages; traditional 
media/tech; weak ties



“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





Example of poor activism -

Kessler

Red Cross: 208,500 „likes‟ on FB

Online donations accounted for 3.6% (private 

donations)



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
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”?

Class Exercise



“[...] 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
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