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To those who struggle for social justice, and especially our youth, God speed to you.




FOREWORD
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Electronic technological innovations and applications have had a revolutionary impact on communication, the way social relationships are established and maintained, and how social movements emerge and develop. In Social Movements and New Technology, Victoria Carty provides a brilliant introduction to these topics, specifically on how new technologies are forcing modifications of social movement theories and how they have played crucial roles in recent major social movements.


The impact that individual access to the Internet and social media has had on social movements can be described in reference to Neil Smelser’s classic framework for the development of collective behavior. First, movement participants’ ability to bypass traditional media (which is often controlled by an anti-movement state or corporations) and overcome lack of physical proximity significantly expands the conduciveness of an environment for social movement development. Second, the individual’s ability to video record experiences, conditions, and events and instantly communicate them to others in the digitally expanded public sphere increases the capacity to spread or intensify discontent with an existing regime or policy. Third, new electronic media enhances the ability to spread a shared belief regarding the cause of a problem, which Smelser noted is necessary to establish effective collective action to deal with that problem. The shared belief is an application of the sociological imagination that maintains that the problem people experience or are concerned about is due to social factors that are capable of being changed through collective action. Fourth, personal access to the Internet permits individuals to convey images of emotionally charged episodes of repression and injustice—what Smelser termed precipitating incidents—to a much wider population in a more convincing way than ever before possible. Being able to electronically witness these events further inflames people’s discontent and reinforces the shared belief. These transmitted recordings act as sparks to ignite the powder keg of built-up frustration, motivating people to take action. Fifth, especially in the early phase of a social movement’s development, the new personalized digital media lessens the need for clearly identifiable, charismatic, intellectual, and managerial social movement leaders. In the past, many of the functions in Smelser’s analysis—such as initiating a movement and developing and communicating a shared belief—were carried out top down by social movement leadership. Now these functions are carried out horizontally among movement activists with little or no fixed leadership. And sixth, smart phones and other forms of digital communication allow movement participants to rapidly adjust to social control agencies’ actions and develop new plans and tactics in response.


In Social Movements and New Technology, the author describes the effects of digital media on the most important recent social movements, including the MoveOn.org and Tea Party movements, the Arab Spring protests and revolutions, the Occupy Movement and its precursors, and the Occupy Student Debt and DREAMers movements. She explains how participants in these movements used the Internet and social media to get their messages out despite often unsympathetic traditional media and rapidly adjusted their tactics in response to the measures taken by hostile governments to stifle or repress them. Further, she describes how activists use the Internet to influence not only domestic opinion but also world opinion, with the goal of getting international support for their movements or at least making it more difficult for other governments to aid their adversaries.


The author notes that effective modern social movements combine the capabilities provided by digital media, the creation of “weak” Internet ties, and shared virtual identity with on-the-ground action that builds “strong” ties among mobilized participants and the resiliency to resist repression. Effective collective action may require the assistance or the formation of real world social movement organizations and leadership. But digital media provides a new means to constantly and effectively reinvigorate and re-democratize social movement organizations that may have become too authoritarian, bound by inertia, or collaborative with the status quo.


Digital media, the author notes, also provides whistle-blowers like Edward Snowden the ability to go global with their messages and revelations, undermining government and traditional media censorship and even stimulating movements in other nations.


The author does not ignore the fact that digital technology can also be used by established power holders to frustrate and disrupt social movements through tactics like blocking Internet or cell phone access, spreading false information, or setting up their own counter-movement websites. Governments also have the capability to use high-powered computers to spy on millions of individuals, recording and analyzing their telephone conversations, e-mails, text messages, and writings, as well as book, magazine, journal, and website preferences. Such information could be used to target and intimidate large numbers of actual or potential activists. The author also provides an excellent description of how the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) has demonstrated a sophisticated capacity to use digital media in attempts to influence public opinion and recruit new ISIS soldiers.


Throughout the book, the author integrates social movement theories and concepts, showing how these are useful in understanding the role of modern communication technology in social movements, while also noting how theoretical perspectives should be modified to reflect the impacts of digital devices and instantaneous global communication.


Social Movements and New Technology provides a comprehensive overview of how communication technology has been—and is being—used in recent and emerging movements and of the ways in which social movement development and organization are affected. It is a valuable resource for social movement scholars and courses on social movements and political sociology, and is an inspirational and instructive reading for contemporary and future movement activists.


JAMES DEFRONZO




PREFACE
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My academic interest in social change and activism was first sparked while I was an undergraduate student taking a research methods class. I was having a hard time figuring out how to relate what we were learning to the real world, until one day the professor said something in the midst of her lecture that had a profound impact on me: “If you want to change the world, you have to understand how it works.”


My interest at the time was to dedicate myself to service, perhaps even go abroad and do missionary work. I was also involved in some campus and community groups that were working on social issues, mainly because some of my friends were doing it and it seemed like a cool thing to do. Yet, even as a sociology major, I never thought about the structural sources of the social problems I was interested in. My professor’s simple statement inspired me to think about what education is about, what our role is as citizens, and how a democracy should work.


My first involvement in major protest activity was against US involvement in the civil wars brewing throughout Central America in the 1980s and early 1990s. I then joined activists who organized against the impending Gulf War invasion of Iraq by the United States. Through nonviolent acts of civil disobedience, we blocked major freeway entrances to the university and held marches, demonstrations, “die-ins,” and vigils. Though my commitment to these struggles was strong and I was very enthusiastic about spending time and energy on various causes, my professor’s words stayed with me. I realized my knowledge of the historical and current US involvement in Central America was pretty shallow, and even more so when it came to matters in the Middle East. I also had no idea how the protests and meetings I began to attend were organized, who was doing the leg work, who was doing the recruiting, how they attained resources, why other people were spending time and energy to participate in these causes—especially when it seemed our efforts were either ignored or, when noticed by the media, portrayed in a negative light. I would sometimes catch myself thinking, even as dedicated as I came to be, “Why am I even bothering with this? Why are all of these other busy people dedicating their time if nothing changes in the end?”


Over time, what I have learned as an activist-scholar reinforces my own professor’s statement: if you want to effect social change, you have to be informed. This is what I hope to help the student become with this book. For each of the book’s case studies, I outline the origins of these mobilizations, their fundamental grievances, and their context—in other words, the “why” of the social movement activity and protest. I also hope to explain what I struggled to understand as a young activist: the “how” of organized contentious politics. People always have grievances, but I would like us to contemplate how we can collectively make demands that can influence public opinion and create change. Last, and most important for the interests of this book, I hope to show how digital technologies have dramatically changed the way activists operate. Yes, activists still rely on civil disobedience and other traditional methods of protest politics, but their organizational structure and outreach are much different now.


You, as students, are the vanguards in the use of new digital technologies, and it is the youth around the world who are at the forefront of both on-the-street protests and virtual forms of organizing. I hope this book helps students taking sociology, political science, media studies, or communication classes at the undergraduate or graduate level understand some aspects of the world around you—specifically, how and why protest activity has spiked recently and how new technology allows for new dynamics. This text, through the use of case studies from a global perspective, focuses on what is changing and what is staying the same in the struggle for social justice.
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The Digital Impact on Social Movements


Digital natives, millennials, Gen Y, Gen 2.0: however you label them, the generation born roughly between 1980 and 2000 has been immersed in revolutionary digital technologies since birth. For those of you who fit into this age cohort, life was experienced very differently in the 1990s, and these technological novelties have had vast repercussions at the individual and societal level. The way people communicate has fundamentally changed with the advent of new information communication technologies (ICTs), from e-mail to Snapchat. Not only can messages, photos, and videos be sent instantly, they have the potential to be spread far and wide through social networks—and the ramifications have been felt in all areas of society.


On a personal level, new technology has resulted in a radical shift in the way individuals view themselves and their social ties. Students of previous generations, for example, interacted in a much more limited though intimate way. Friendships and ways of communicating consisted of conversations in the cafeteria at lunch, bonding through sports or other extracurricular activities, sitting next to someone in class and passing secret notes (on paper!), or having neighborhood playmates. The main vehicle of communication was physically going to friends’ houses to see whether they were free to play or using the telephone—the one or two stationary phones inside the house that the whole family shared. In sum, communication was initiated, shared, and sustained among people who knew each other personally, and it took effort on the part of the receiver and sender of information. This has changed in many ways as communication now, for many people, takes place to a great extent through digital venues, especially among youth. For example, in 2009 the average US teenager, on Twitter alone, was receiving or sending more than 3,000 messages a month (Parr 2010). In 2010 researchers at the University of Maryland conducted a study of two hundred students who were asked to abstain from using electronic media for twenty-four hours. Though everything else about their college experience was the same—they were surrounded by other students and their identity was intact—not being connected virtually to others horrified the participants. One student stated that he had never felt so “alone and secluded from my life.” Another reported, “Although I go to a school with thousands of students, the fact that I was not able to communicate with anyone via technology was almost unbearable” (Ottalini 2010).


Many long-standing, profitable, and dominant businesses are now obsolete as digitized industries have replaced analog ones: Polaroid declared bankruptcy with the introduction of digital cameras in 2001, iTunes replaced Tower Records as the largest music retailer in United States, and the chain bookstore Borders, which at one point had more than one thousand stores throughout the United States, closed after the rise of e-reading technology such as Amazon’s Kindle (Kansaku-Sarmiento 2011). These are just three examples, but the business world is littered with cases like these. Can anybody really be surprised that “Cyber Monday,” the Monday after Thanksgiving, has overtaken Black Friday as the biggest sales day of the year (Carr 2011)?


Even religion has not escaped the technological revolution: the Catholic Church, one of the institutions that has traditionally been most resistant to change, has finally succumbed to the digital age. The electronic missal enables users to stream Mass online and has made the paper missalette (which contains prayers and Scripture readings) antiquated (Catholic PR Wire 2011). Instead of prayer cards, there is now a touch-screen “Saint a Day.” The Vatican Observatory Foundation recently launched the Vatican-approved iPhone app “Daily Sermonettes with Father Mike Manning,” and users can pray the rosary in their own “sacred space” through the “Rosary Miracle Prayer” app. Pope Benedict XVI used Twitter for the first time in June of 2011, announcing the start of a news information portal that aggregates information from the Vatican’s various print, broadcast, and online media (Donadio 2012). The Vatican also now has a YouTube channel and a Twitter feed (@pontifex) that has nearly 10 million followers in more than six languages. Pope Francis, the current pope, has embraced new media as well. In a papal statement in 2014 he praised the peer-to-peer sharing quality of new ICTs: “A culture of encounter demands that we be ready not only to give, but also to receive. . . . The Internet, in particular, offers immense possibilities for encounter and solidarity. . . . This is a gift from God” (Fung 2014).


Though the Vatican has not yet released an official response, in September of 2014 Pope Francis engaged with schoolchildren from Detroit via Facebook when they pleaded with him, through a social media campaign, to visit Detroit during his upcoming tour of the United States slated for 2015. They set up a Facebook page called “Let’s Bring Pope Francis to Detroit in 2015,” which includes personalized letters to the pope and photos of students attending Catholic schools (Montemurri 2014a). At the all-boys Loyola High School (a school that works in the tradition of the Jesuit Order with an emphasis on service), students created a YouTube video asking the pope to visit the area. One student is videotaped making a plea aligned with social justice stating, “You are exactly what we stand for—men for others” (Montemurri 2014b). Though students and the mayor of Detroit (who has vocally supported the students’ campaign) are awaiting an official response from the Vatican, the fact that the students assumed using ICTs was the best method to get the pope’s attention reveals their awareness that this is one of the key ways the pope connects to and interacts with people.


       NEW INFORMATION COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGIES AND PROTEST POLITICS
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Unsurprisingly, the rise of digital technology and social media also deeply affects contentious politics as well as the organization of and participation in social movements. Over the past several years, there has been an explosion of protest activity among young people around the globe as they embrace a new vision of the future and demand radical changes in the existing economic and political systems. Time magazine, in fact, named the protester as its Person of the Year in 2011. We can only speculate as to the reasons for this upsurge in social movement activity, but scholar and cultural critic Henry Giroux emphasizes the influence of the communication field on the political environment:


US HOUSEHOLD COMPUTER AND INTERNET USE, 1984–2011
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The dramatic and steady increase in computer and internet use over the last three decades has had vast repercussions at the individual and societal level.


Source: US Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, selected years.







Alternative newspapers, progressive media, and a profound sense of the political constitute elements of a vibrant, critical formative culture within a wide range of public spheres that have helped nurture and sustain the possibility to think critically, engage in political dissent, organize collectively, and inhabit public spaces in which alternative and critical theories can be developed.” (2012, 39)


In essence, the media ecology can either accelerate—or, conversely, impede—serious political discussion and debate, and ultimately facilitate displays of collective behavior. With new digital technology at their disposal, social movement actors have access to innovative media outlets that help nurture a new political terrain within which they can discuss grievances, disseminate information, and collectively make demands.


There are, of course, many factors to consider when examining recent forms of collective behavior—namely, the austere economic conditions around the globe, political disenfranchisement, and a lack of accountability among political elites. The focus of this book, however, is the use of digital technology in different social movements, communities, and campaigns—from the Indignados in Europe and Mexico, to women seeking social justice, to the Arab Spring in the Middle East and North Africa, to Occupy Wall Street and the DREAMers’ quest for immigration reform, to the savvy digital organizing by political groups and communities in the United States. People are challenging political authorities, entrenched dictators, and political and economic systems once taken for granted. On a more micro and individual level, and particularly as it pertains to youth, individuals aided by digital technology are mobilizing to confront skyrocketing debt and current policies regarding immigration through contentious politics.


Indeed, the common thread that runs through all of these case studies in this book is the seminal use of ICTs (this includes the Internet, the World Wide Web, cell phones, texting, Instagram, social media, and social networks) to advance their respective causes. With the recent explosion of e-movements, e-protests, and e-activism, these organizational tools have become an essential component of social movement actors’ repertoire. The emergence of social media networking sites is changing the nature of political struggle and social movement activism in the United States and around the world.


This book will explore how new Web 2.0 technologies enable, facilitate, and encourage social movement activity by allowing individual actors to share grievances, accelerate social movement activity, decentralize mobilization efforts, facilitate recruitment efforts through virtual forms of collective identity, and hold authorities accountable for their responses to protest activity with mobile devices.


It is important to remember while reading the case studies in this book that technology is a tool, and therefore it is neutral. It can be used for both progressive and reactionary social movements, and authorities can use ICTs against activists. For example, a government can track Internet use and e-mails and monitor cell phone activity to locate organizers of, and participants in, dissident politics. Corporations can block or limit service, and authorities can discredit protesters by engaging in disinformation or propaganda campaigns, taking advantage of the anonymity that digital media affords. Facebook can be used to build a community around a progressive cause, and it can just as easily be used to bully a classmate. Mobile video recording devices can keep police abuse in check, but they can also be used by terrorist groups to publicize their acts and recruit new members. The most recent example of this is the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), which will be discussed in Chapter 4. This book does not make the claim that digital technologies are all inherently good or progressive nor that they are the only resource to consider when trying to understand social movement activity. But the important role ICTs have played in recent social movement activity is undeniable, and the specific ways their use can translate into motivation, interest, and participation among social movement actors are worth examining.


As we will see throughout the text, social movement theory serves as a toolkit to unpack the conceptual ways in which ICTs influence the political landscape. This book analyzes the many ways that ICTs are changing the structure and tactics of social movements, and the case studies serve as illustrative (rather than conclusive) examples that can assist in updating social movement theories. What we will see is that by applying various theoretical frameworks in a comprehensive and holistic way and by updating them to include theories of new media, we can better make sense of contemporary forms of contentious politics. These are exciting times, both for those fighting for social change and those studying social movements!


       WHAT ARE SOCIAL MOVEMENTS?
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It is important to take a moment to clarify exactly what social movements are and how they are different from other forms of collective behavior. A social movement is neither a riot nor electoral politics. Rather, it is a sustained collective articulation of resistance to elite opponents by a plurality of actors with a common purpose (Tarrow 1998). According to Charles Tilly (2004), the three main elements of social movements are campaigns (long-term, organized public efforts that make collective claims on target authorities), repertoires (tactics that a group has at its disposal in a certain sociopolitical environment), and WUNC (worthiness, unity, numbers, and commitment). WUNC is an intentional effort by participants in a social movement to publicly present themselves and their supporters as worthy of support from other citizens, which Tilly (2004, 23) encapsulates this way: “Social movements’ displays of worthiness may include sober demeanor and the presence of clergy and mothers with children; unity is signaled by matching banners, singing and chanting; numbers are broadcast via signatures on petitions and filling streets; and commitment is advertised by braving bad weather, ostentatious sacrifice, and/or visible participation by the old and handicapped. WUNC matters because it conveys crucial political messages to a social movement’s targets and the relevant public.”


Key to any social movement are mobilizing strategies—“those collective vehicles, informal as well as formal, through which people mobilize and engage in collective action” (McAdam, McCarthy, and Zald 1996, 3). More specifically, Tilly (2006) introduced the concept of a “repertoire of contention,” which refers to the tactical forms from which social movement actors can choose at any given moment. Repertoires vary over time and across cultures, but some of the most widely used have included armed struggle, nonviolent civil disobedience, self-immolation, protests, rallies, demonstrations, teach-ins, global witnessing, and public vigils.


With the advent of the digital revolution, which began in 2004, social movement scholars and organizers have turned their attention to the new range of nuanced tools that activists have in their arsenal. As history reveals, every social movement is in part shaped by the technology available at the time and its influences on the tactics that social movement actors will pursue. Activists have always utilized the latest communication device to recruit, distribute information, and mobilize support, whether it be the pen, printing press, telegraph, radio, television, Internet, or high-speed digital technologies. Manuel Castells (2007, 239) summarizes the critical role of media in protest politics in the following way: “power relations . . . as well as the processes challenging institutionalized power relations are increasingly shaped and decided in the communication field.”


       TECHNOLOGY AS A SPARK FOR SOCIAL CHANGE
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Technology has always played a critical role in shaping social movement pursuits, as far back as the printing press. In the 1700s, the proliferation of local newspapers, pamphlets, and independent printing presses proved critical to the American Revolution. US revolutionary Thomas Paine kindled the political environment with his widely read pamphlet Common Sense (advocating US independence from Britain). One of the key founding fathers of the United States, John Adams, stated, “Without the pen of the author of Common Sense, the sword of Washington would have been raised in vain” (Bernstein and Rice 1987). As Kaye (2011, 229) points out, the nation was founded as a nation by grassroots independent journalists: “Tom Paine was an unemployed or under-employed journalist, who wrote a pamphlet, Common Sense, and he said on the back of it, ‘I think these are really important ideas but I can’t go everywhere in America. If you like this pamphlet, the copyright is off. Copy it, print it up, and give it out to the next person.’” This radical movement toward free sharing of information is very common today with peer-to-peer sharing of digital information (a mechanism that will be discussed and analyzed throughout the ensuing chapters), yet we can see that it began hundreds of years ago via the printing press, the most innovative technology at the time.


More than a century and a half later, moving images became essential to political struggle. In 1930, as a part of his strategy to free India from British rule, Mohandas Gandhi invited reporters and newsreel teams to capture the footage of the 248-mile salt march he organized in 1930. Images of British soldiers beating peaceful marchers with clubs exposed to the world the repression of the Raj (Dalton 2012), swaying public opinion greatly in India’s favor, which played a major role in India’s independence. During the civil rights movement in the United States led by Reverend Martin Luther King, TV images of police violence, of fire hoses and police dogs set loose on activists engaged in civil disobedience across the South, even targeting children, with the most dramatic episodes occurring in Birmingham, Alabama, also garnered support for the demonstrators and energized the social movement.


Later, US public opinion regarding the Vietnam War changed drastically when footage of the carnage was brought into peoples’ living rooms on the evening news, motivating the peace movement (Swerdlow 1992). Similarly, the 1989 images of the peaceful students in Tiananmen Square overrun by tanks as they campaigned for democracy and freedom of speech significantly affected viewers’ sentiments toward the Chinese government and military (James 2009).


New media platforms are changing the social movement terrain even more radically than previous technologies. Though communication and information systems have historically been fundamental sources of power and counterpower, and of domination and social change, this effect has been exacerbated by the explosion of digital technologies. As Marshall McLuhan declared decades ago with the introduction of television in the 1960s, “The medium is the message.” The form of technology through which information is disseminated and received molds cultures; it introduces a new mind-set that alters the landscape of societies, as well as relationships and forms of interaction among individuals in those societies (McLuhan 1964). What is significant about new social media platforms and social networking sites is that, unlike television, they embody a radically individualistic and freelance format that encourages forms of self-expression.


       WE ARE THE MESSAGE CREATORS
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New media technologies allow users to become not merely receivers of the message but also the creators and distributors of messages. Indeed, the latest generation has an unprecedented degree of control over the production, distribution, and consumption of information and therefore over their cultural environment, which also has powerful implications for serious social and political change. The distribution of information is now immediate, worldwide, often free, and in the hands of ordinary citizens. New Internet media platforms and social networking sites, web publishing tools, and the proliferation of new mobile devices—there are currently more cellphones in the United States than there are humans (Kang 2011)—are all altering the political atmosphere.


In this new communication and media setting, almost anyone and anything can be recorded and disseminated without the permission of the elites (be they the professional mainstream press, corporate gatekeepers, the police, the military, or campaign managers). Through an emerging indigenous free press reliant on “mojos” (mobile journalists), citizens can broadcast unedited live footage from smart phones, flip cameras, and laptops that have digital audio- and video-recording capabilities. In terms of social movement activity, the ubiquity of camera-ready smart phones allows for authentic transparency, as live-streamers serve as journalist mediators between authorities and protesters. Individuals can also send video shots on mobile phones to international news services, which are then beamed via satellite all over the world, thus connecting mobile amateur journalists to the mainstream press. The images can also obviously be posted onto YouTube, Facebook, and other social networking sites where, if they go viral, can instantaneously capture national attention.


[image: New media technologies allow users to become not merely receivers of the message but also the creators and distributors of messages.]
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In fact, the very concept of journalism itself is being reconfigured. A perfect example of this happened during the 2011 re-election bid of former senator George Allen (R-VA) against Democratic nominee Jim Webb. As part of its strategy, the Webb campaign had a University of Virginia student follow Allen with a handheld video camera. At one of his rallies Allen introduced the tracker, S. R. Sidarth (who is of Indian American descent) to the crowd as Macaca (considered a racial slur). During the speech Allen interjected, “This fellow over here with the yellow shirt, Macaca, or whatever his name is. He’s with my opponent. He’s following us around everywhere. . . . Let’s give a welcome to Macaca, here. Welcome to America and the real world of Virginia” (Sidarth is actually a US citizen, born in Virginia). The video of the “Macaca moment” was played more than 400,000 times on YouTube, and bloggers, especially at the Daily Kos, amplified the story (Shear 2011). The incident later appeared in an article in the Washington Post, illustrating how stories that originate in alternative media often filter into the mainstream media, thereby increasing the visibility and viewership of events. The taping and circulation of this incident helped to foil Senator Allen’s re-election bid, with Webb winning by a narrow margin.


Mojos, as bearers of breaking news, oftentimes beat the mainstream press to highly relevant stories that can have a political impact. For example, amid the hunt for the mastermind behind the 9/11 attacks in the United States, a Twitter user in Pakistan, @ReallyVirtual, tweeted live as Osama bin Laden was being killed: “helicopter hovering above Abbottabad at 1AM (is a rare event).” The news of the assassination circulated on social media immediately and widely. This information was obtainable an hour before President Barack Obama’s address from the White House announcing the killing on broadcast television (Patesky 2011). The proliferation of text messages and peer-to-peer sharing of this information via social networks facilitated ad hoc celebratory assemblies at Ground Zero, Times Square, and outside of the White House. This ability for strangers to organize quickly and in real time was facilitated through the several smart phone apps now available.


       THE DIGITAL GRASSROOTING OF SOCIAL MOVEMENTS
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New technologies are changing more than just the way individuals can share and disseminate information. The actual structure of digitally savvy social movement organizations (SMOs) is unique. Traditional movements tended to rely more on a hierarchical model of formal, well-established organizations with charismatic leaders and professional experts, which provided a clear set of grievances and demands as the cornerstone of the collective behavior. More recently, however, collective behavior manifests itself through a more horizontal infrastructure of connectivity. This broadens the public sphere, as citizens can now share grievances and express their opinions through peer-to-peer networks, contributing to the “electronic grassrooting of civil society.” Castells (2001) coined this term to describe a new type of “informational politics” in which electronic media become the space of politics by framing processes, messages, and outcomes and results in a new kind of civil society.


These new types of communication flows change the organizational process, as collective behavior is now less dependent on professional leadership and expertise and operates at the grassroots level and in ad hoc settings. Unlike past forms of technology, which relied on the one-to-many flow of information, largely controlled by state or corporate interests (for example, heavy, though not exclusive, reliance on newspaper, television, or radio coverage during the civil rights struggle or the women’s suffrage movement), the new media ecosystem is a bottom-up approach to communication. Ordinary citizens, equipped with their tech-savvy sense, now organize and hold politically oriented events to effect social change in both cyberspace and in local communities. Many contemporary social movements have an aversion to naming a specific leader or spokesperson, and some are conscientious about avoiding specific demands. Furthermore, social movement actors are often more flexible than activists who have participated in previous forms of mobilization, in that they demonstrate a proclivity to alter their demands and tactics as protest activities unfold. This approach is made possible by up-to-the-minute information sharing and organizing through new media.


This horizontal structure of social movements, made possible by digital technology, emerged in the early 1990s when the Internet was first utilized for protest activity. For example, the 1994 uprising by the Zapatistas (an indigenous and initially armed group in the southern state of Chiapas) against the Mexican federal government in an effort to protect their indigenous rights and access to land surprised the world, and the only way that the world knew about the revolution was because of the Internet. This new media resource disseminated firsthand accounts of developments in this remote region. The rebellion was not organized over the Internet (as access to computers was clearly lacking in this extremely poor and remote area of Mexico), but commentary, suggestions, debate, and reporting was shared in cyberspace on a peer-to-peer basis, which stirred interest and gained them international support (Cleaver 1998). The Zapatistas handwrote communiqués for distribution to the mass media and gave them to reporters or to friends of reporters, which were then typed or scanned and distributed through the Internet (Arquilla and Ronfeldt 2001).


Another early example is the successful attempt to shut down the World Trade Organization (WTO) ministerial meetings in Seattle in 1999. Despite a lack of face-to-interaction before the major demonstrations, organizations and individuals shared ideas and information as to how to best educate citizens about the WTO and its policies that were deemed harmful to both workers and the environment, as well as how to best plan and carry out the rallies. Demonstrators held protests in more than eighty locations in dozens of countries once the information sharing plateaued (Rheingold 2002). They organized these through the website seattle wto.org/N30 (now defunct), which put out action alerts in ten different languages letting those interested know how they could get involved.


       GETTING THE MESSAGE OUT
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New ICTs have made it easier and faster than ever before for activists to gain support for boycotts, garner signatures in petitions, or simply get the message out to people sympathetic to their cause. Effective online petitions and calls for boycotts abound, and this form of e-activism is now an integral part of most people’s social media activity. There are websites, such as PetitionOnline.com, that host or link online actions as a free service through which visitors can create and maintain online petitions for any cause. Other sites feature action centers that allow citizens to choose from a menu of a variety of actions such as boycotts; online petitions; virtual sit-ins, rallies, and demonstrations; or e-mail or fax correspondence about a particular cause of concern (Earl et al. 2010).


In one particularly effective case, after a fourth-grade class in Brookline, Massachusetts, read The Lorax, by Dr. Seuss, they discovered on Universal Studio’s website that the environmental themes, central to the story, were not going to be addressed in the upcoming film based on the book. The students started a petition on Change.org (host of the world’s largest petition platform) demanding the movie company “let the Lorax speak for the trees” (Kristof 2012). The petition went viral and gathered more than 57,000 signatures. The studio, in response to the outcry, updated the movie site with the environmental message (Kristof 2012).


In another example, Molly Katchpople also used Change.org to pursue a cause. She petitioned Bank of America on the site to reconsider its plan to add a five-dollar-per-month fee on its customers’ debit cards (Dias 2011). The petition drive was successful. Later, she put up another petition against Verizon, which also intended to raise its fees by five dollars a month. This also resulted in a victory when the corporation relented in less than forty-eight hours (Kim 2011). In both cases this online activism saved Americans billions of dollars.


After airline passengers were trapped on the tarmac for eight hours in Austin, Texas, on an American Airlines flight in 2009, one of the disgruntled passengers began an online petition, also using Change.org. The circumstances were horrid, as food and water supplies ran out, toilets overflowed, and patience wore thin. This individual effort snowballed into a national movement for reform across the entire airline industry. Individuals then collectively lobbied Congress to consider the Airline Passenger’s Bill of Rights, which it did as the airlines voluntarily accepted the standards proposed by the petition. The bill, passed by the Senate on February 6, was entitled the FAA Reauthorization Bill (Shirky 2008).


A final example of online activism through the use of petitions is a group called Colorlines.com (a think tank that fights for racial justice). The group undertook a three-year campaign to convince mainstream news outlets to stop using the word “illegal” when referring to immigrants living in the United States without the proper documentation, on the basis that the term is racially charged and dehumanizing. They accomplished a major feat when the Associated Press, the largest news gathering organization, agreed to eliminate the use of the “I” word (Rosenfeld 2013). This is of particular significance because the Associated Press feeds hundreds of local television networks and newspapers and serves as a stylebook for all credentialed journalists.


Although large numbers truly make online campaigns effective, get the attention of those being targeted, and often translate into the perceived worthiness of the cause, it is important to keep in mind that these are more “flash campaigns” and not genuine social movements. They are not persistent mobilizations (an essential component for social movements according to Sidney Tarrow), and there is typically no clear sense of collective identity. Nevertheless, they give us insights into the tactics that those seeking social change can utilize, and online mobilization efforts do have the potential to transform into social movements. What the above examples also show is that it has never been easier, cheaper, and faster for activists to get their message out, quickly reach a critical mass, and mobilize into a formidable political campaign.


Because of the digital revolution, individuals now have an unparalleled degree of control over the production, dissemination, and consumption of information, which has a significant impact on their efforts to affect social change through displays of collective behavior. Indeed, the emergence of the Internet, social media networking sites, and e-activism are changing the nature of political struggle and social movement activism in the United States and around the world. As the case studies in this book will show, new ICTs are now an essential component of social movement actors’ repertoire in their ability to facilitate and speed up the process of organizing, recruiting, sharing information, and galvanizing support among the public.


       THE CASE STUDIES
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Of course, not all social movements are impacted by ICTs. But the case studies in this book were chosen because of their timely, ongoing nature and because they have received substantial media attention in the mainstream press and on social networking sites. They are of particular interest to students because most are youth based and are related to issues that concern young people—a shaky economy, a dysfunctional political system, and perhaps most importantly skyrocketing student debt. Additionally, the text doesn’t discuss only US- or North American-based social movement activity but looks at the global nature of social movements by examining outbreaks of contentious politics in various parts of the world. This provides students with an awareness of how some of the struggles that they may be familiar with in the United States compare and contrast to social movements in other parts of the world.


To understand contemporary displays of collective behavior, this book combines traditional and revised versions of social movement theory and complements them with theories that emphasize the role of digital technology in social movement activity. The case studies inform social movement theory by categorizing and evaluating the influence of new ICTs on the way social movements emerge and succeed, and each chapter outlines which theories are particularly useful given the particular case study.


By looking at the examples and case studies through this lens, we can best analyze and conceptualize the historical, political, and social context within which protest activity occurs, how activists mobilize (what strategies and tactics they employ and why they choose them), how new members are recruited and influenced to participate in often high-risk activities, how groups form alliances and use them to their advantage, the key role that these networks play in the sustenance of contentious politics, and how activists frame issues and use the mainstream and alternative media in addition to social networking sites to help sway public opinion in their favor. In sum, the theoretical frameworks serve as a toolkit that unlocks how a new generation of mobilized citizens is building new collectivities and representing a new type of digitally savvy activism.


       STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK
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Chapter 1 provides a summary of the history and trajectory of social movement theory as it has been developed and adjusted over the past few decades. It serves as a foundation for the analysis of recent social movements discussed throughout the rest of the book and lays the groundwork for the question, Are these digitally cutting-edge movements and uprisings forcing theorists to re-examine and refocus some of the more conventional explanations of collective behavior?


Chapter 2 explores ICTs as tools for social change outside of formal SMOs. We will see how ordinary citizens, with new powerful digital tools at their disposal, are organizing and mobilizing in ways that are distinct from previous mobilization efforts.


Chapters 3–6 examine specific contemporary social movements to highlight the relevance of new media in contentious politics and to explore how this use of ICTs and new media informs and updates social movement theories. These chapters examine the historical, cultural, social, and political context within which the movements occurred, how activists mobilized (their strategies and tactics), how they recruited and forged alliances with other groups, how they framed their issues and used the mainstream and alternative press to sway public opinion, and the outcomes or consequences of their mobilization efforts. They situate the movements in question within social movement theory and evaluate how well the various theories explain their emergence and evolution. Finally, the chapters will each ask the question, Does this case study give us reason to update or modify traditional social movement theories? At the end of each chapter a “Theory Toolkit” gives the reader a snapshot of the different theories that can be used to analyze the social movement.


       DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
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1. In what ways are social movements a distinctive form of collective behavior? Can you think of examples not provided in this book that might blur the line between social movements and other repertoires of contention? For example, in some cases, can we perceive armed struggle or war to be a social movement?


2. What does McLuhan mean by “the medium is the message”? How does the digital revolution fit into this schema? How has it played out in a recent social movement that this book does not cover? Are there flaws in his theory?


3. Mojos are important for mobilizing efforts and contentious politics. How can efforts of mojos potentially backfire? Create a scenario where this might be the case.


4. Think of ways in which “flash campaigns” might be considered social movements or turn into a sustainable campaign. Come up with some concrete examples from your own independent research.




CHAPTER ONE
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Social Movement Theories


This chapter provides an overview of how the various theories of social movements have evolved over time. By learning about these different schools of thought, we will be well equipped to study the contemporary social movements highlighted in this book, putting them in context and analyzing how their use of ICTs have affected the repertoire of contention (Tilly 2006) they have at their disposal and the success of their endeavors. This chapter also lays the groundwork for a central question of this book: Do the case studies of contemporary social movements in this book give us reason to update or modify traditional social movement theories, and if so, how and why?


It is important to remember that social movement theories both challenge and complement each other. Different perspectives that attempt to interpret the dynamics of collective behavior are not mutually exclusive; by combining aspects of the various strands of social movement theories, we are better suited to understand more thoroughly how social movement actors navigate the social and political context in their organizing endeavors, recruitment efforts, and mobilizing strategies and tactics. What in the past were deemed as competing paradigms (micro or macro, rational or emotional, economically or culturally oriented) today can be recognized as mutually reinforcing (see for example the work of McAdam et al. 1996). Their conceptual and analytical insights, in conjunction with theories of new media, support recent research that suggests that wired activism does not replace but rather assists and promotes Castells’s (2001) notion of the grassrooting of civil society—as organizing in cyberspace often facilitates contentious engagement on the streets.


       A TRAJECTORY OF SOCIAL MOVEMENT THEORY
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Through different theories, social movement scholars attempt to explain the emergence and timing of social movements, the social and political context in which they develop, recruitment efforts, the mobilization of resources, the way tactics and strategies change over time, and the outcomes and consequences of collective behavior. Early theories of collective behavior explained social movements through a micro-level lens rooted in social psychology. Sociologists during the first half of the twentieth century viewed them as random occurrences and emotionally charged responses among aggrieved individuals to unsatisfactory situations and conditions.


Structural strain and relative deprivation theories (the classical model) argued that social movements emerged among individuals who felt deprived of some goods or resources or experienced a sense of inequality in relation to others or to their expectations—in other words, people with grievances (Morrison 1978; Smelser 1962). Also underlying these theories was the “mass society” proposition, which suggested that movement participants consisted of those who were not fully integrated into society and suffered from anomie or normlessness (failure to abide by the rules) (Gusfield 1970; Kornhauser 1959).


However, the claim that social movements are a response to social strain or relative deprivation is problematic because it ignores the larger context in which movements arise (McAdam 1982). By identifying discontent as the most significant cause of social movements, early theories could not adequately explain how individual discontent translates into collective phenomena. Because most people feel deprived on some level at some point in time, these theories cannot explain why some individuals and groups mobilize and others don’t—as well as when, where, and how. Therefore, scholars began to focus on the mobilization of external and internal resources, recruitment efforts, cultural explanations, and outcomes of collective behavior that were largely ignored by the traditional model.


       Resource Mobilization and Political Process Theories


Beginning in the 1970s conceptualizations of social movement activists shifted. The resource mobilization theory argued that social movements are formed by rational social actors and SMOs undertake strategic political action (McCarthy and Zald 1973; Tilly 1978). Their resources include knowledge, money, media attention, labor, solidarity, organizational structure, legitimacy, and support from political elites. Theorists characterized protesters as purposeful and motivated on the basis of a calculation of the costs and benefits regarding participation, and SMOs as having organizational structures in place, both of which were considered prerequisites for action (Gamson 1975).
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