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ABSTRACT

In this paper the use of Twitter as a tool for social protesters is examined. In particular, the cases of the post-election protests in the summer of 2009 in Iran, the post-election protests in spring of 2009 in Moldova and the fall 2009 prptests surrounding the G-20 summit in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania are presented. Using American mass media accounts of Twitter use to describe the events occurring in these three cases shows that Tweets are broadcasted to a much larger audience through traditional mass media news coverage. Findings suggest that Twitter use in these protests is determined largely by the social, cultural and temporal conditions of the places in which it is used. Also, Twitter use among protesters indeed presents autocratic governments with new challenges in suppressing political dissent. 

Author Keywords

Microblogging, Twitter, Social networking, Political activism

ACM Classification Keywords

H5.m. Information interfaces and presentation 

INTRODUCTION

Using new communications technologies to organize social protests is not a new phenomenon. Early anti-communist protests in Poland, for example, were facilitated with the help of the Xerox machines and, in the last decade, we have seen technologies like SMS and blogs play a crucial role in helping people gather and protest against authoritarian government actions in places like the Philippines, Ukraine, Belarus, Burma, Moldova, Iran, the US and the UK. Similarly, discussions about the democratizing impact of these technologies on society are not new. At their outsets, the printing press, radio, cable television and the Internet were seen as democratizing technologies. Despite the ability of certain new technologies to be used to organize protests, the impacts of these kinds of technologies on democracy and liberation have been small. In most cases, the government that is being protested against remains in power as the protest group fades into the background.  

In 2009, however, discussions about the democratizing and liberating abilities of communications technologies have emerged again with a distinct fervor and have taken place on a much more public stage. The impetus for this reemergence is the recent use of Twitter in the organization of anti-governmental protests in a number of countries. A number of commentators, whose platforms are as far reaching as CNN, The New York Times and BBC television news, cite Twitter’s novel functionality as capable of bringing about revolutions in authoritarian nations like Iran and Moldova. These kinds of arguments arise from the assumption that Twitter, a social networking tool that allows users to broadcast short messages to their “followers,” is different from communications technologies of the past in two important ways. First, Twitter quickly, dynamically and succinctly enables the communication of protesters with one another and, at the same time, it broadcasts these communications to anyone who will listen. Second, Twitter acts as an information sieve for news media outlets; Twitter provides links to the most relevant information in other media, thus amplifying the distribution of important facts from a variety of sources. 

These functional differences are indeed significant and have helped facilitate anti-government protests and corresponding mass media spectacles during the past year. This paper’s focus will be on describing and analyzing the role of Twitter use in three of these cases: (1.) the uprising in Iran after the June 12, 2009 presidential elections in which incumbent Mahmoud Ahmadinejad was named the victor, (2.) the student protest in Moldova after the announcement of the incumbent communist government’s win in the April 5th, 2009 parliamentary election and (3.) the organization of G-20 Summit protesters in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania from September 22-25, 2009. Because Twitter has rapidly gained in popularity during 2009, these three cases are chosen because they offer the observer the most current look at Twitter’s (and its audience’s) ability to impact the outcomes of social protests.

The goal of this paper is show how Twitter is used by protesters in expressing dissent for their governments as reported by mass media outlets. In doing this, I will also highlight ways in which Twitter use by those seeking freedom is creating new challenges for autocratic governments and governmental agencies in their aim to suppress dissent. These goals will be accomplished through the presentation and synthesis of qualitative data. This data is comprised of various mass media news stories (primarily CNN and The New York Times) as well as commentary from journalists, academic and quasi-academic observers, and bloggers (some of whom were present and active in the protests).
By tracking how information about social protests is amplified by the mass media, this analysis will highlight Twitter’s social function as a tool for protesting against authoritarian governments. Some of the consequences of Twitter use by protesters are unintended. For this reason, it is important to understand how a larger audience receives the messages originating on Twitter. To do this the events on the ground, in each case, will be summarized and mass media accounts of tweeted information presented. These will be analyzed in terms of content and media frame. Additionally, meta-analyses from quasi-academic and academic observers are presented to help identify the function of the tweeted information in each case. Finally, I present the challenges that Twitter use in protests brings about for authoritarian governments as indicated by the cases discussed in this project.

THeory

Aiding this analysis will be the theoretical framework on media framing as outlined by Gitlin (1980) and McLeod and Hertog (1992). This will enable the identification and analysis of assumptions embedded in news media accounts of Twitter’s role in social protests. Gitlin says that the media’s portrayal of social movements classifies them as either legitimate main acts or as illegitimate sideshows. (1980) The media removes events from the natural world and applies to them a media frame. “Frames are principles of selection, emphasis, and presentation composed of little tacit theories about what exists, what happens, and what matters” (Gitlin 1980, p.6) Media frames quietly organize the world both for journalists and for us. (Gitlin 1980) They enable journalists to process information from the natural world quickly, categorize it and package it for efficient and effective distribution to the public. A framing analysis of particular news stories aims to uncover what assumptions are held by those who package information for distribution to the mass public. These assumptions might include ideas about what events are newsworthy and how one should think about the events covered. This kind of analysis is important because these assumptions, like the events depicted in stories, are often transferred from the journalist to the public and they shape actions and beliefs of individuals. Analyzing this data by using framing as a theoretical backbone, allows us to examine news coverage of the use of Twitter in protests to uncover assumptions about technology’s ability to liberate the powerless from the powerful.

Adding to Gitlin’s idea of framing, McLoed and Hertog (1992) suggest that public opinion with regard to social protests exists at two levels: the micro-level which has to do with informal characterizations of public opinion and the macro-level which consists of general conceptions of public opinion. Often mass media coverage of social protests serves to marginalize groups who challenge the prevailing power structure (Gitlin 1980, Shoemaker 1984, McCluskey et al. 2009) They are often portrayed as misfits and are characterized as being more deviant from the mainstream than they actually are. Furthermore, whether or not a society accepts the protesters or isolates them depends on how the mass media portrays them (McLoed and Hertog 1992). In this way, the mass media’s coverage of the protest groups can constrain the growth of radical movements by questioning the legitimacy of the protest group and by contributing to the fear of isolation for group members and potential converts (McLoed and Hertog 1992). In the case of Twitter as a tool for spreading information about social protests, we will see that the reputations of some protesters can be bolstered by governmental agencies and the mass media and some can be isolated and marginalized depending on whether the values of the protesters are similar to those of the elites in the media and politics.  
Data & MEthods

Data used in these analyses consist of news media reports of events in Iran after the summer 2009 presidential elections there, the events in Moldova following presidential elections there in spring of 2009 and the events surrounding the G-20 summit in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania in the fall of 2009. In Iran and Moldova the elections were deemed fraudulent by many and Twitter was used there by dissenters as a tool in protesting the results of these elections. According to news media reports, G-20 summit protesters used Twitter primarily to avoid police blockades in the streets of Pittsburgh. The data contains descriptions of how Twitter was used and what tweeted information was deemed important enough to broadcast to larger, more traditional, audiences. When synthesized together, these reports provide a comprehensive view of events on the ground in each of these cases and reveal new challenges for governments in their suppression of political dissent.

Results

This paper offers a description of three cases in which Twitter was used as a tool for the expression of political dissent. In these cases Twitter was used to organize protests, get information to media outlets about the protests, or to avoid police in the streets during protests. In the case of Iran, Twitter was used predominantly to get information to Western media outlets about local events. In Moldova, Twitter was used predominantly to organize the protests. In Pittsburgh, Twitter was used to help protesters avoid arrest and navigate the streets by avoiding the police. 

In all three of these cases, Twitter use was seen as newsworthy in some degree by the mass media outlets. And it was viewed by a threat to authorities. In the Iranian case, Twitter was an essential source of images, videos and stories. In the Moldovan context, the social networking technology’s ability to organize a mass protest was considered most noteworthy by the media. In the G-20 case, Elliot Madison’s arrest for using Twitter to inform protesters of police locations was most noteworthy.  

This study has also illustrated the challenges that Twitter use in the expression of political dissent can pose for autocratic government structures. While we do not usually think of the US as an autocratic government, it can be argued that the actions of Pittsburgh’s police force during the G-20 summit were not that different from those of the governments in Iran or Moldova. All three had riot police on the streets whose goal was the suppression of political dissent. The challenges posed by Twitter-using protesters to governments come about through a combination of two factors. First, Twitter encourages the free flow of information from the streets to news media outlets. And, second, it aids in the organization and coordination of large numbers of individuals through dynamic real-time communications. These functionalities are new in terms of technology implementation during protests. Protesters in the past have had no real access to what information would be presented in mass media coverage of their movements. Twitter use in protests has, for better or worse, allowed protesters to directly feed content to the mass media outlets. This does not mean, however, that their content will not still be framed in the old mass news tradition which tends to assign normative values to the actions and beliefs of the protesters. To achieve this, according to Gitlin, the protesters values would have to coincide with those of the political and media elite. An example of protester values aligning with the political and media elite in the West is seen in the example of the Iranian protests. The West has had a very public and ongoing tiff with Ahmadinejad in recent years. The fact that people in the US could participate in the online protest and that on-the-ground information could be followed in real time by Twitter users (and in a vicarious way through the news media’s report of the events) amplified sympathetic public sentiments for Iranian protesters in the West. 

By taking a close look at the recent Iranian and Moldovan elections and the G-20 summit protests, we see that the way in which Twitter is used during a political protest may alter the nature of the challenge for these governments. For example, just because Twitter was not used to organize the protest in Iran doesn’t mean that its ability to get information to the West did not present the Iranian government with serious challenges. Furthermore, because Twitter is such a dynamic tool, its role may be shaped by contextual, cultural and temporal conditions on the ground as dissent manifests into action. Government action in these cases must take both Twitter’s use in the expression of dissent, as well as the nature of the environment in which it is embedded into consideration when deciding how to act. For governments like Moldova, this posed a complex challenge. In the case of the G-20 summit, the US responded by strengthening the police force and making an example of what might happen to future Twitter users like Elliot Madison. In Iran, the government decided to take down communications networks. 

These actions have the potential to create a negative impact on public perceptions of the government which they must also be able to withstand over time if they hope to stay in power. For example, in Iran at the end of 2009, protests are still popping up and the government is still trying to maintain control. In Moldova, the government ultimately was not able to withstand the protests and suppress dissent. The challenges brought about by the communications tools (coupled, of course, with public anger about social and political injustices) proved to be too much for the government to handle. In the future, governments may do better to understand these contexts and resist performing actions that might lead to dissent in the first place. In sum, Twitter use in the expression of dissent presents a variety of new challenges to governments and a variety of new possibilities to those seeking to express political dissent. Future research is needed to determine whether the efforts discussed here will have long-term political effects. 
The Moldovan, Iranian and American protesters who use Twitter to further their cause have a much more direct grasp on the media frame than protesters of the past. Whether they are ultimately able to change the frame to suit their purposes may still depend on how closely their concerns and values coincide with those in power, as Gitlin suggested. While it is important not to overstate the role that Twitter played in Moldova, it is clear that these uses generated significant challenges for the State (in Iran as well) in its ability to maintain control and suppress dissent. In the case of the G-20 summit, it is clear that the US government is made uncomfortable by the potential for protesters to out-smart police forces by using the new tool. 
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