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Abstract
The rapid development and widespread and increasing use of Social Networking sites is
arguably one the most significant developments in contemporary human communication over
the past two decades. Indeed, perhaps comparable only to development of mobile
communication technologies, social networking may well be one of the most important and
visible forms of human interaction since the invention of the Internet. In this paper, we
examine and highlight the enormous potential of these fairly recent technological
developments and highlight opportunities they present to humankind as platforms for
democratic and participatory communication and governance - especially in grassroots social
movements activism. While doing so, we use cases to show the important potential and actual
contributions that social media hold out and represent for democratic communication. The
paper also casts a critical look at the potential risks and examines proven and theoretical
shortcomings and challenges that these new advances in human communication may pose or
represent for society, and identify cybercrime, cyber bullying, their effects on human physical
and emotional health, their impact on productivity and other workplace complications, and
potential societal disorder and dysfunction of certain social norms among the list of concerns
that we suggest require further reflection and redress. The paper concludes by depicting social
media as a potentially useful tool from which much social and societal capital can be derived;
but also draws attention to their many problematic aspects that make them seem like doubleedged sword – with enormous opportunities and benefits on the one hand, and risks and
threats, on the other, depending primarily on the uses to which they are put. Global, regional
and national initiatives should be taken to maximize the benefits of social media while
minimizing, or at least containing the threats through incorporation of independent but limited
guidelines and regulations that would safeguard people’s freedoms and rights while protecting
users from abuses and adverse effects often inherent in new developments.
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Introduction
The U.S. Republican party presumptive nominees in the 2016 presidential race has stirred a
fair amount of controversy both inside the country and internationally. In response to one of
the many controversial comments by Donald Trump – calling for Muslims to be temporarily
banned from entering the United States, five mosques in Scotland teamed up in a campaign to
send special invitation to the Republican party’s imminent presidential flag bearer to visit the
mosques and “educate himself” about Islam and Muslims during a visit to Scotland in the
third week of June 2016 during a trip to re-launch his newly renovated Turnberry golf course
and hotel there. Campaigners said that if Trump declined or did not respond to their invitation
to visit the mosques they would hire a plane to “fly a banner over Trump’s head” as he
reopens his new expensive facility “to make sure he gets the invite,” reported The (Glasgow,
Scotland)

Herald

newspaper

(quoted

in

USA

TODAY:

http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/world/2016/06/10/donald-trump-scotlandcoward/85684514/). Efforts by the five mosques to invite the US Republican presidential
candidate for a firsthand, face-to-face, dialogic and democratic encounter with Muslims and
Islam, came amid outrage that some of his remarks had stirred in local and international
political circles. Both British Prime Minister, David Cameron and newly-elected mayor of
London Sadiq Khan called him “ignorant,” and Scottish Liberal Democrat leader Willie
Rennie said Trump “may have closed his mind to other cultures but it seems Edinburgh’s
Muslim community are ready to open their doors to The Donald and teach him about Islam.”
(ibid).
At the same time, a U.K.-based Social movement activist group called “38 Degrees” quickly
joined the initiative by the five mosques by launching its own Online campaign by using their
social media web page to collect signatures of tens of thousands to pressure Trump to
acknowledge and accept the invitation by the mosques. 38 Degrees was founded in May
2009, and says of its mission that, “38 Degrees brings over two million of us together to take
action on the issues that matter and bring about real change. 38 Degrees makes it easy and
quick for hundreds of thousands of us to come together to take action on the issues we care
about. From tackling poverty to safeguarding our schools and hospitals, protecting our
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environment to holding our MPs to account, 38 Degrees brings people together to make a
difference.” To highlight one more example of what Online communities are increasingly
becoming able to achieve through social media-based activism, 38 degrees collected 70,000
signatures in 2015 to lobby Robert Gordon University in Aberdeen, Scotland, to revoke an
honorary doctor of Business Administration which it had awarded Donald Trump in 2010,
arguing at the time that, “his views did not match the values of Robert Gordon University”
(any more). The honorary degree was revoked in December 2015 mostly following Trump’s
call for all Muslims to be banned from entering the United States. Invitation for first-hand
encounter and dialogue with imams of the five mosques therefore comes as a second phase of
the controversy. As it turned out neither 38 Degrees nor the five mosques carried out their
threat to fly a plane with a message of the New York billionaire turned presidential
candidate’s head; but the furor was adequate to have Trump change his position on the matter,
saying he would be just fine with “Muslims from Scotland visiting the United States” as
reported

by

the

New

York

Daily

News

of

June

25,

2016

(http://www.nydailynews.com/news/politics/donald-trump-scottish-muslims-coming-u-sarticle-1.2688094).
Although actions and activities of 38 Degrees may seen isolated or rare, it’s undeniably
evident that Online-based activism is on the rise and social media such as Facebook and
Twitter are impacting and influencing the ways in which a variety of communicators engage
and influence their publics; many of whom are no longer hostage to the limitations and
shortcomings of the gatekeeping activities of editors of traditional media. Rather, through
social media, they are able to send, share or broadcast their messages to anyone who cares to
hear, view or read them (Ross and Burger, 2014). On the public’s side, it’s now possible to
follow politicians and other people of interest on Twitter or have a Facebook fan page comment on their tweets and posts, and even send them messages directly and engage them or
seek their support for a cause just as 38 Degrees appears to have successfully done and
continues to do with regard to Donald Trump. Following the historic decision and vote in a
referendum by U.K. voters to quit the EU, a citizen activists launched an online signature
campaign to try to compel Britain’s political leaders to consider a rerun of the vote. After just
three days, the campaign had collected more than 3 million signatures on UK Parliament
website
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(http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/06/25/more-than-half-a-million-sign-petitiondemanding-referendum-reru/ ). Quite democratic and participatory these social media – with
the attending new technologies for speedy communication - are, one can say. At least in so far
as the potential for democratic and participatory communication go. In their ground breaking
theoretical analogy of models of public relations practice, while analyzing communication
models in the field of public relations, Grunig and Hunt (1984) outlined four models that they
argued sum up contemporary public relations practices;

a) one-way models which

incorporate “Press agent/publicity” model, and “public information” model on the one hand,
and b) two-way models that incorporate “two-way asymmetrical” and “two-way symmetrical”
models on the other. Many of the subsequent research and writings on public relations have
highlighted the advantages of the “two way symmetrical” model with lofty accolades for the
provision it makes for participatory, democratic and dialogic interaction between or among
participants. It forms the cornerstone on which the excellence theory (later outlined by Grunig
in 1992) is based. The underlying logic and advantages of two-way symmetrical
PR/Communication model is its emphasis on the use of communication to negotiate with the
public, resolve conflict and promote mutual understanding and respect between organizations
and their stakeholders. Key to our argument in this paper is that social media are particularly
well suited for and (more) adaptable to two-way symmetrical communication which we also
contend is dialogic, participatory and democratic than traditional media; features which social
movement activists would find beneficial and rewarding for their causes. Perhaps because of
this provision that the social media make for democratic two-way communication, there is a
growing body of literature examining the possibilities as well as drawbacks of the social
media not only to facilitate civil society activism movement in the achievement of their many
goals, but also their value for ordinary corporate communication. The goal of the paper is to
elicit the various benefits or potential as well as any shortcomings of the social media for
social movements activism. What characteristics or features of the social media could
interface with the interests and activities of social movement activists? What advantages do
social media have over conventional media with regard to social activist movements? These
and similar underlying study questions informed and inspired the research. Specific research
questions that guided the arguments and conclusions reached in this paper were:
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Research Questions
1). What opportunities and problems exist for social media use in contemporary grassroots
movements?
2). How might the new media contribute or be capable of contributing to the social movement
activism?
3). How might this new social media based or inspired form of activism be conceptualized –
as a new movement, or through the lenses of some existing or other reflections?
4). In what ways may messages shared on social media be considered “democratic,” and are
there ways in which they could be considered “problematic?”
5). What precautions and guidelines might help strengthen the use of new and social media
for grassroots movements and activism around the world?

Opportunities for Participatory Grassroots Democracy
Ross and Burger (2014) sought to investigate the underlying motivations for New Zealand
politicians’ engagement with their publics and discovered that, contrary to expectations, and
in spite of the provisions for democratic and participatory communication via social media,
much of the political communication in New Zealand is still predominantly use one-way
public information model; used by politicians to give information to the public - and the
various politicians’ “followers.” The study found much of the political communication taking
place via social media in New Zealand to be centered on politicians providing information
using one-way channels to the public in order to make and keep themselves both visible and
‘hip’ in the eyes of the public (Ross and Burger, 2014, p. 46). Such uses limit the scope of
social media in terms of the enormous opportunities they provide for dialogue and debate
which are crucial for citizen engagement. Major part of the problem has to do with the
monologic nature of such a model, which does not take advantage of the enormous potential
for dialogue offered by social media. New Zealand politicians use Facebook posts to
“broadcast information” rather than take full advantage of the medium as enabling two-way
flow of information (see Ross, Fountaine, and Comrie, 2015, 251). According to a study by
Obholzer and Daniel (2016) which surveyed members of European parliament, one of the key
advantages of social media use in political campaigning is their ability to offer politicians a
means to contact voters remotely and at low cost – without the usual hefty media buying
budgets attached to using traditional media.
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Other studies that have investigated social media for their potential for participatory
(democratic) communication have listed among their many benefits facilitation of two-way
dialogue among younger users. One such study by Briones, Kuch, Liu, and Jin (2011) that
investigated the American Red Cross’ public relations practices with their key publics
through Twitter and Facebook revealed that effective social media usage in corporate
communication is both necessary and essential in the emerging digital age; social media help
facilitate mutual understanding by removing or minimizing suspicion, and therefore can build
strong and lasting relationships.

Debies-Carl (2015) examined the promises and any possible obstacles in social media usage
in subcultural resistance, arguing that the shift from print to digital media platforms marked
by proliferation of personal computers and Internet ushered in hope for greater individual
liberties. Such a dream for greater liberties which he called “cyberlibertarian dream” brought
with it the emergence of a relatively new online world encompassing free association,
egalitarianism and self-determination that would exclude no one (see also Barlow, 1966;
Kahn and Kellner 2003; Turkle 1997). Besides the obvious advantages that inclusivity and
widespread access to the media brings, this inclusive analogy and portrayal of social media
presents another advantage of social media in the way it responds to one of the main concerns
of critical communication scholars; the notion that conventional mass media such as the press,
radio, television are under the control of economic elites and governments tall around the
world. The Internet and social media based upon it, on the other hand, are widely available
giving the average person greater input and control. This openness and widespread
availability makes the Internet (and Internet-based social media) difficult to dominate by
special interests or media moguls. (see Leary 1994; McChesney 2008).

These aspirations and hopes for a widely-available, highly technology-based future with the
Internet at its center closely mirror the aspirations of many resistance-based subcultures which
Debies-Carl (2015) referred to as “Cyberlibertarians.” Internet users are not perceived as
passive, innocent and exploitable consumers, but as self-directed agents who take an active
role in constructing themselves and their social reality through free, continuous and ongoing
interaction. (p. 681). At the individual level, these technologies provide users with a number
of benefits vis-a-viz subcultural resistance: “opportunities for peer-to-peer learning, a changed
attitude towards intellectual property, the diversification of cultural expression, the
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development of skills valued in the modern workplace, and more empowered conception of
citizenship.” (Jenkins et al. 2006, p. 3). At the collective level, on the other hand, the potential
of these emerging digital technologies for activist movements is strong enough to
significantly empower such movements and even create grassroots revolutions (see Earl and
Kimport 2011; Tsekeris 2009).

Elsewhere, a study by Melissa Graham (2014) on the impacts social media on government PR
practices by government departments identified three main advantages; a) promoting dialogue
along the two-way symmetric model outlined by Grunig and Hunt, b) engagement and
interaction with the various key publics – especially beneficial during times of crisis, and c)
unconstrained in their ability to enable and enhance democracy through the open, interactive
and transparent ways that prompt citizens to learn about and participate in government
programs.

More recently, many new and significant developments have taken place demonstrating the
potential of the social and new media to galvanize public opinion and rally people around
important causes and issues locally, nationally, regionally and globally (Khondker, 2011).
Although systematic analysis of the role of the media in rallying people for political causes
such as the Arab Spring that led to the overthrow of several governments perceived to be
dictatorial in the Middle East and North Africa is sparse and in some ways contradictory
about the true extent to which the social media may have played a role in causing /‘igniting’
or giving momentum to the “Spring” movement, there is little doubt that many of the
protesters “gathered” online before people ventured out into the Streets and Squares for the
mammoth political rallies that followed. While the ‘Protester’ gained prominence and
notoriety by being declared surprise “Person of the year 2011” by Time Magazine, sufficient
attention has not been paid to analyzing and documenting advantages and unique provisions
of the channel/s they may have used to bring about one of the most significant changes to the
political history of the Middle East. It is this perceived missing link or gap in media
scholarship that we seek to bridge while arguing that social media may be potent instruments
for more democratic and participatory communication through deliberative participation by
citizens to achieve collective social movement goals through participatory, democratic goals.
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Bratic suggests that “it is safe to say that media is an environment for the formation of
cultural narratives, images and perceptions - both good and bad (Severin and Tankard 1992).
Therefore, it is hard to imagine a more appropriate venue than the media, where conflicts over
narratives, images and perceptions can be transformed in a non-violent fashion. Based on
previous research of media effects it is understood that the media may have only limited
power to directly inject a certain behavior into people’s minds (Klapper 1960; Katz and
Lazarsfled 1955); but it can equally be argued that effects of the media are neither minimal
nor negligible since the media rarely act as a sole agents of change by influencing people’s
beliefs, attitudes and opinions over time (Hovland et al. 1949; Severin and Tankard, 1992).”

Based on preceding discussions, it therefore becomes clear that social media have several
advantages or benefits which social movement activism can benefit from. These benefits or
opportunities include without being limited to, facilitation of democratic and participatory
communication; cost effectiveness; widespread access to more people (emphasis on
disadvantaged and marginalized groups), non dominance by special elites or interests, and the
provision they make for dialogic (two-way) as opposed to monologic (one-way)
communication, among other benefits.

Digital Media Activism and Social Movement Theory
“The extant traditions of social movement theory (the theories that have been advanced in
Western Europe and the US during the past three decades) are “typically discussed under the
rubric of two paradigms: the mainly American-based resource mobilization approach (RMT)
and the mainly European-based theories of new social movements (NSMs). Resource
mobilization theory focuses primarily upon how movements form and engage in collective
action; new social movement formulations focus primarily on why specific forms of collective
identity and action appeared in late 20th-century Euro-North American societies and on their
sociopolitical significance” Melucci, 1989)” (Carroll and Hackett, 2006)

Through the effective use of social media, governments have lost their traditional control or
monopoly on information flow and non-state actors and citizens have greater and more
aggressive role in the dissemination of information for a variety of causes and in situations of
conflict. Social networking sites help and enable members of the public to work as citizen
journalists and contribute to the flow of information from the streets and share such
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information with the rest of the world. Social media can and often help citizens to break
through the boundaries or walls of even the most authoritarian societies. In such societies the
mainstream media are usually under the monopoly of the elite and can hardly effectively
perform the media’s traditional watchdog role as the 4th estate that safeguards the interests of
the public against possible abuses and excesses of government. Nor can such media be relied
upon to supply accurate information to the public on sensitive issues, especially during times
of conflict. Indeed times of tension have caused us to witness desperate efforts by
governments to condemn or regulate the social media (during Gezi Park protests in 2014 in
Turkey, 2016 elections in Uganda – when government of Uganda made frantic efforts shut
down all social media on the day of Presidential election in March 2016 and again in May
when President was sworn in (http://www.monitor.co.ug/News/National/Government-shutsdown-social-media-again/-/688334/3201024/-/cx1mkv/-/index.html)

many

a

times

in

authoritarian regimes governments are often the perpetrator of conflict with their own
citizens. The social media are unlikely to experience such constraints and would be better
placed to perform this (watchdog) function compared to the mainstream media which are
subjected to several overt regulations both within the news organizations themselves and
externally by governments; by contrast, social media are comparatively free, spontaneous and
interactive.

While analyzing contemporary contributions of the social media in the spheres of justice and
peace, Lievrouw (2011) gave a succinct summary of the potential that social media present to
organized groups of citizens around the world thus: “New media have played an
indispensable role in the global justice movement by drawing together a widely diverse range
of groups and causes into a globally scattered, loosely articulated, self-organizing movement
capable of responding to major multinational policy bodies and staging high visibility events
all over the globe” (p. 163). This could easily be seen in the Arab Spring in 2011 and Gezi
Park protests in Turkey in 2014 where demonstrators effectively used the social media to
make their voices heard both locally and internationally. Studies by Kuruç and Opiyo (2014),
Kahn and Kellner (2004) added a new dimension by highlighting the potential in the
worldwide web to propagate anti-war pro-peace messages all around the world, arguing that,
the global internet is creating the base and the basis for an unparalleled worldwide antiwar/pro-peace and social justice movement during a time of terrorism, war and intense
political struggle. This is not to say the social media are all about peace activism and peaceful
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initiatives. As is now commonly known only too well, many terrorist networks, hate speech
by individuals as well as hatching of plots by people with bad intentions is often done online.
Usually, one of the first places security officials and law enforcement agencies check when
one commits heinous crime is to the concerned person’s recent activities on social media.
Thus, the social media also have potential for misuse and abuse – or have problematic
aspects; the focus of our next discussion.

Problematic Aspects of Social Media
By the preceding discussions, we do not by any means intend to suggest that social media are
all only useful mobilizers of people for effective political or social action. They do have their
disadvantages; they have sometimes been used to mobilize people to hate or engage in
conflict. In the East African country of Kenya, social media have become double-edge sword
being used systematically to promote peace and national cohesion on the one hand, and
actively being used by various individuals and groups as forums to fan ethnic chauvinism and
hatred since the disputed national election of 2007 and subsequent mayhem that took distinct
ethnic pattern, on the other.

The contributions of mediated digital activism to bring social change by either maintaining
peace or mobilizing for conflict and violence are based on the kind of communication that
media provide. In his book An Introduction to Political Communication, McNair (2011)
summarized functions of communication media in an ‘ideal-type’ democratic society as “to
inform citizens of what is happening around them…, educate as to the meaning and
significance of ‘facts’, to provide a platform for public political discourse, to give publicity to
governmental and political institutions- the watchdog role of journalism, and finally, to serve
as a channel for the advocacy of political viewpoints” (pp. 19-20). The gate-keeping or watch
dog role of the traditional media has been changed by the emergence of the new media. As
Cardoso and Neto argue in their article Mass Media Driven Mobilization and Online Protest
“new media provide alternative communication spaces in which information can develop and
circulate widely with fewer conventions or editorial filters than in the mainstream media”.
Nowadays there is also information flow from the new media to the mainstream media
especially during the times of conflict where the mainstream media are controlled or censored
by the operatives of the government.
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Creating a platform for the dissemination of information is one of the fundamental roles of
mass media. This is especially crucial in conflict situations. Many scholars claim that conflict
is an inevitable aspect in the contemporary societies of our global world. (Blackman 2003,
Lynch 2007, Reuben 2009, Tahir 2009). In such volatile areas the use of social media by
providing decent and objective information or forming another platform for authoritarian
control either ascends or descends the degree of violence and conflict. Social media either
contribute to conflict transformation or intensify the conflict. Hence in the use of social media
we have the two sides of a coin which are the democratic ones and the problematic ones.

In this part of the study, we attempt to discuss the use of social media in conflict situations
and their challenges in peace building. Our main focus is the exploration of the challenges of
social media in conflict reporting. In such times conflict sensitive reporting or conflict
sensitive journalism is essential to contribute to the peace building process otherwise violence
and crime will accelerate within the societies.

Noelle-Neumann (1984) explained how one sided media content generates a dominant
opinion that silences the minority opinion. During the time of conflict “media systems… will
usually be underdeveloped and rarely diverse. It is not uncommon to find that only a few
news sources dominate the media environment.” (Bratic, 2006, p. 5). In media the selection of
the topics, framing of the issues and the distribution of concerns all contribute to either
facilitating to peace building or intensifying conflicts.

Agenda-setting is crucial for political sphere. It is a vital point in public relations and activism.
It creates awareness within societies. It may contribute to peace building and vice versa.
Brewer et al. as cited in Bahador claims that “through its agenda setting function, the media
defınes who matters in the world and who does not. Through framing the media defınes
which countries and peoples considered in a positive way and which ones should be viewed
negatively” Agenda-setting theory claims that “the media do not tell the public what to think
but rather what to think about- thus the terms of public discourse are set by what is covered in
the media”. (Hanson, 2011, p.59) McCombs and Show (1972) point out that the media
constantly present issues suggesting individuals in the society what they should think about,
have feelings about. Hence, media have the power to influence the public about the social
reality. Conflicts are just one example of such realities. A well-known UNESCO constitution
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preamble points out that “wars begin in the minds of men”. Bahador in the article The Media
and Deconstruction of the Enemy Image outlines the construction of the enemy images by the
media. Social media have great impact in the construction of such images particularly because
social media may lack the critical perspective.
Manual Castell’s “The Rise of the Network Society” (1996), and “Communication Power”
(2009), initiated the sociological discussions about the effects of the new media on the 21st
Century society. As the 20th Century drew to a close and during nearly a decade and a half of
the 21st Century the world wide internet has become a major tool for the spread of
participatory democracy and cyber activism throughout the world. Howard (2011) defined
cyber-activism as “the act of using the internet to advance a political cause that is difficult to
advance offline” (p.145)

Although scholars are still debating the extent to which the media alone could be credited
with causing what is now generally referred to as the Arab Spring, there is little dispute about
the important role that the social media in particular played in the process during and after the
social revolutions started. The Arab Spring (reference to popular uprisings by large numbers
of citizens in many Arab and North African countries which had been led by strongmen who
hitherto did not tolerate dissent) started in Tunisia with “the self-immolation of a market
stallholder, Mohammed Bouaziz, on December 10, 2010” (New Internationalist). The
revolutionary political movements that started in Tunisia in December 2010 quickly spread to
the other countries in Middle East and North Africa (MENA), leading to popular overthrow of
regimes presumed to be ‘dictatorial’ – initially President Ben Ali in Tunisia and Hosni
Mubarak in Egypt – but later spreading to Yemen, Libya, and Syria, among others. Much of
these political developments have been attributed by many to social media activism, a term
commonly used to refer to internet-based microblogging sites such as Twitter, or social
networking sites like Facebook and using cell phones to take and upload videos on these sites.
(Kuruç and Opiyo, 2014).

According to many accounts, those who witnessed Mohammed Bouaziz self immolation
recorded it with their mobile phones and it quickly went viral igniting a seeming domino
effect of protests in Tunisia which later spread to other parts of the Arab world. According to
O’Donnell (2011) conversations about liberty, democracy and revolution on blogs and on
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Twitter preceded mass protests in Tunisia. The protests quickly spread to Egypt, Libya, Syria
and Yemen, which could suggest that they may have been carefully planned with clear
political motives. So far, the protests have led to the ouster of heads of government in Tunisia,
Libya, Egypt and Yemen. (Egyptian protesters have ousted two presidents since). Both
mainstream and social media collaborated in spreading the revolution. “From 2006, the AlJazeera training center systematically started training youth activists on social networks and
citizen journalists free of charge.” (Ishiai, 2013; Kuruç and Opiyo, 2014).

While analyzing the role of the media in the Arab Spring, Khondker (2011) concluded that the
new media was one of three factors which, together with social and political factors that
caused the social revolution in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region, arguing
that, the social media played a particularly important role – especially in the absence of an
open media and well organized and functioning civil society. This provided activists with
“horizontal connectivity” in social mobilization, besides heralding a new era of ‘convergence’
(of purpose) between new media and conventional media.
The mainstream and social media collaborated in spreading the revolution. “From 2006, the
Al-Jazeera training center systematically started training youth activists on social networks
and citizen journalists free of charge.” (Ishiai, 2013). This action four years before the
uprisings started may indicate that the media may not have worked in a political vacuum;
possibly implying there was coordinated activism as(Kuruç and Opiyo (2014) argued.

However, unlike the Gezi Park protests in Istanbul where traditional media were
uncharacteristically silent especially in the first days of the protests, in the case of Arab
Spring these (conventional) media media played a particularly active role - especially Al
Jazeera television which not only provided prior training to journalists but also widely
covered the protests – leading to the now famous arrest of four Aljazeera journalists who
were sensationally sentenced to jail terms in Egypt. While tracing the role of Aljazeera in the
Arab Spring protests Manuel Castells (2011) states that,
“Al Jazeera has collected the information disseminated on the Internet by the people using
them as sources and organized groups on Facebook, then retransmitting free news on mobile
phones. Thus was born a new system of mass communication built like a mix between an
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interactive television, internet, radio and mobile communication systems. The communication
of the future is already used by the revolutions of the present. . . ”. It is therefore evident that
social media, Al Jazeera television and mobile phones played an important role in the
communicating the Arab Spring to the global community.
In many nations of the world where there is official restriction on people’s freedoms, the news
media have been used to control the flow of information to serve to the needs and interests of
the government. The conventional media in Middle East and Turkey have by and large been
either under the control of the state or the rich business people with powerful connections
with the ruling political elites. This could explain the public’s resort to and reliance on the
new media to act against such regimes. It is in partial recognition of this that Kuruç and
Opiyo (2014) argued that, in the Middle East the new media have been used not only to
mobilize citizens in one country or state to have large scale demonstrations but also to ignite
and influence activities (of defiance) in the nearby countries as well.

The power of the social media in the Arab Spring peaked during the latent stage of the
uprisings (Lindsey, 2013). However, the traditional media took over as the physical activities
of the revolutions started. In areas where the traditional media were not granted easy access,
synergy emerged between citizen reporters and the international agencies to get the events
across to the world. (Ishiai, 2013)

Some scholars and critics have, however, argued that the role of the media in the Arab Spring
has been widely overstated. “It was not laptops that marched on Tahrir Square but people with
a common cause. (New Internationalist, December 10, 2010). On-the-ground activities like
shooting, bombing, kidnapping and negotiating provide the decisive moments in insurgencies.
Obviously, these are clear political activities. The support (financial, logistic, media etc.)
given to the “revolutionaries” in Libya by the Western powers was the decisive factor in the
Libyan revolution. The framing of the events in the international media is only a product of
the underlying political and economic interests of the major powers of the global system. The
inability of the “rebels” to topple the Syrian government despite the massive support by the
West and the negative narratives about the Syrian government is a proof that the media role in
the case of Libya, Tunisia, Egypt and Yemen are often overstated. The war in Syria has
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reached a stalemate because of the counterweight of Russia and Iran on the side of Bashar AlAssad, and the other coalition led by the US, Saudi Arabia and Turkey, on the other.
The media “cannot replace the physical actions required for successful revolutions” (Lindsey,
2013). The quotations below aptly sum up the main thesis on the (potential) role of the media
in the uprisings. “Social media may not have been the spark that set the fire, but it certainly
provided the oxygen that caused it to spread” (Pfeifle, 2012). Moreover, “it is important to
understand that new platforms of social media didn’t cause Arab Spring but played a role of
communication that aids the revolutions in the long run.” (Kassim, 2012). The conflicts might
amplify and lead to chaotic results or bring some intended solutions to the societies. Social
media function as a potentially useful tool from which much social capital can be derived; but
it also has the power and potential of a ‘double-edged sword’ as suggested by Howard (2002)
with opportunities and benefits on one side, and risks and destructive consequences, on the
other, lying primarily in how it is used. The impact of the social media can be negative when
they disseminate messages of intolerance that manipulate public opinion. In conflict situations
social media has the tendency to mobilize masses either in positive or negative dimensions.
Especially in autocratic regimes where there is control over the mainstream media social
media took the role to contribute to participatory communication. The abuse of social media
might escalate and lead to non-productive results. The motto “if it bleads it leads” shows that
if the issues of the news are violent then they take the attention of the media and the audiences.

Surfing the Internet and searching the news may raise the probability of depression within
societies. Especially if these are the places within the conflict zones of the world
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Fig 1.1 Global distribution of conflicts (source: Conflict Barometer 2013, Heidelberg
Institute for International Conflict Research).

A lot of violent news create a feeling of hopelessness and helplessness among the citizens in
such fragile places. Citizen who are exposed to such media are more likely to feel that their
communities are unsafe. They believe that the world is a dangerous place to live. Gerbner
argues that “heavy television viewing cultivates a response ... calls the mean world syndrome”
(Hanson 2011, p. 64). Similar to Gerbner’s idea such people who are exposed to such
negative media coverage are more fearful about their sorroundings.Nowadays, in the social
media and visual media we have more emotionally laden material than from the print media.

Social Media Activism
Being a skeptic of the contributions of social media in social change and conflict resolution,
Malcolm Gladwell suggests that “social movements need more conventional tools of
organizing than those provided by new media” (2010). Gladwell further adds that “Facebook
activism succeeds not by motivating people to make real sacrifice but by motivating them to
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do things that people do when they are not motivated enough to make a real sacrifice” (2010).
Moreover he argues that “social change can be achieved by high-risk activism and not by
low-risk activism promoted by social media”.(2010) Melucci points out that “the empirical
unity of a social movement should be seen as result rather than a starting point” (1996, p.40).
Habermas (1987) as cited in Caroll and Hacket (2006) has seen the new media activism
through the lens of social movement theory as “defensive in character, his formulation is
especially instructive in thinking about ‘emancipatory movements’:

. . . those which advance a resolution of the welfare-capitalist crisis which would involve the
‘decolonization of the lifeworld’. This would involve the withdrawal of system-integration
mechanisms from some aspects of symbolic reproduction; the replacement of (some)
normatively secured contexts by communicatively achieved ones; and the development of
new participatory democratic institutions which would regulate markets, bureaucracies and
technologies.” (Ray,1993:62). Habermas argues that the new social movements in values and
attitudes express a ‘silent revolution’ (1987: 392).

In an interview that he has given to El Pais newspaper, Zygmunt Bauman considered social
media as a trap. Bauman is another skeptic about the way people protest through social media.
He adds that “social media don’t teach us to dialogue because it is so easy to avoid
controversy… most people use social media not to unite not to open their horizons wider, but
on the contrary, to cut themselves a comfort zone where the only sounds they hear are the
echoes of their own voice, where the only things they see are the reflections of their own
face”. (2016)

Hence it could be said that social media can contribute to and increase participation however
participation is not enough to contribute to contemporary grassroots movements and bring
democracy and social change to the societies. Social media is an effective tool in the
dissemination of information and to be in dialogue however it is not enough for progressive
activism. Digital communication is important in creating networks and arranging coordination
across diverse geographies however as the above critics mention social change requires “highrisk activism” as well.
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According to Ethan Zuckerman’s “cute cat” theory of digital activism “the dominance of
trivia on social networking sites is in fact beneficial for the use of such sites by activists”
(Joseph, 2012). For Shirky “a related danger for governments in shutting down certain sites is
that they may focus greater attention on those sites than would have otherwise existed; the
previously apathetic suddenly develop the curiosity to find out what all the fuss is about.”
(Joseph, 2012)

Social media can also be used to disseminate biased/wrong information as well. Sometimes
the misinformation shared in the social media can become global news in a short period of
time. Morozov as cited in Joseph’s article Social Media, Political Change and Human Rights
(2012) points out that “it is wrong to assume that all bloggers in Russia, China, or Iran favor
democratic reforms and pluralist tolerance. Many such bloggers are more hardline than their
government; the blogosphere in authoritarian States harbors reactionaries just as it does in the
West. Such reactionaries can even be cultivated to report on perceived subversive activity, as
has occurred in Thailand, Saudi Arabia, and China, or to engage in cyber-attacks on dissident
websites”.
As stated in Hoffmann’s article Confronting the Condrum of Hate Speech digital
communication tools and the internet “have added new modes of delivery for rumour, racist
slurs and calls for (organized) violence” also see (Stremlau and Price, 2009).
Suicide Bomber Explosion in İstanbul
On the 19th of March 2016, there was an explosion in Istanbul’s İstiklal Avenue. The
explosion has been caused by a suicide bomber which is a very common method in the
explosions caused by terrorist attacks lately in Turkey. Right after the explosion the Turkish
authorities released a temporary ban of broadcasting. Similar to their actions in the previous
terrorist attacks in Turkey, the prime minister’s office announced a temporary ban on medıa
coverage of the blast. The officials citing a 2011 Turkish law rushed out a temporary ban to
protect the national security. State media watchdog (the Turkish Supreme Board of Radio and
Television) imposed a ban on broadcasting images of the blast. The government authorities
particularly ban the coverage of pictures of the bombing or images of the victims that might
create “a feeling of panic”. Despite the temporary ban of broadcasting the images of the blast
continue to be shown on social media. David Diaz-Jogeix director of programs at press
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freedom group Article 19 told the World Post by an e mail that “ media bans imposed by the
Turkish government are rarely effective… some media simply defy the bans… Additionally
even where Turkey is preventing domestic broadcasting, there are other sources of
information including social media and international media.” During such times when the
mainstream media do not cover the news, the new media may spread information that mislead
the society. Especially in such dramatic attacks like the terrorist attacks in Taksim, the people
may share biased information or violent scenes in the social media and contribute to the
spread of fear among the society. Assoc. Prof. Dr. Levent Eraslan mentions that during
conflict times “when the society is in panic and share the news of the event in the social
media these sharings bring a fearful atmosphere and the daily routine of the citizens are
affected negatively.” Eraslan further adds that “sharing of false information in the media
contribute to fear”. This is true of the sharings in the social media right after the explosion in
Taksim. The videos on Facebook showed the panic of people. A group of people ran away
from the site of the explosion right after the attack. In some of the sharings on Facebook the
decapitated head of the suicide bomber and the bloody images of the victims were shared.
Such images increase the tension and the fear within the society and people feel insecure in
their own surroundings. This situation could easily be explained with the mean world
syndrome of Gerbner where the people in the society feel insecure. Media bans also
contribute to this feeling of insecurity.

Moreover, right after the explosion in Taksim, there were sharings in social media claiming
that there are explosions in Nişantaşi, Bakırköy, Kadiköy and Ümraniye. These sharings
increase the fear and tension among the citizens. Ali Murat Kırık, an Assistant Prof. Dr. from
the Faculty of Communication at Marmara University claims that “terrorist organizations
through the use of social media affect the perceptions of the citizens, contribute to the
destruction of the life routine and cause a chaotic environment.” (Nabız Newspaper, 20 March
2016).

Sharing violent images like the bloody images of the victims after the terrorist attacks affect
the psychology of the citizens negatively. Hence, during such conflict times the people should
be selective of what they should share. They should share the news that they are sure about
and they should not share the bloody images. The people should stay away from the motto “if
it bleads it leads” because this will amplify the chaos and fear within the society.
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During the times of crisis the society need more up to date information than ever. Hence we
believe that the temporary ban of the media coverage do not contribute to peace-building and
conflict resolution. During such times that the mainstream media do not cover the news, the
citizens tend to move to the social media. They follow the recent information from the social
media sites. Yet, it would be better if the information shared on the social media is supported
by the mainstream media. So the citizens will be able to check the validity of the news shared
in the social media. The use of conflict sensitive journalism is really significant here. The
demerits of the social media might be minimized by the regulations that would safeguard
people’s freedoms while protecting users from abuses and the adverse effects often inherent
within the new media applications.

Here, social media literacy become crucial. The citizens should not believe in everything they
see on the social media sites but should ensure they check the validity of the information
shared on the social media sites from the more trustworthy news sources. The government
officials especially during the times of conflict should not ban the media coverage and
provide the citizens the platform to get true information from the conventional media.

Conclusion/s
Our main task in this study was to articulate and document the opportunities and potential of
social media for individuals and institutions involved in social movement activism to present
and advance their various causes and engage their publics. It undertook to do so while also
eliciting the known and potential problems that could emerge in the process of realizing the
many benefits of social media in the achievement of what we’ve alternately called digital
activism, cyberactivism, or mediated activism. The study’s core arguments were guided by
five research questions revolving around the role of social media in civil society movement
activism vis-a-viz theoretical stipulation of two-way symmetrical communication model
advanced by Grunig and Hunt, participatory, democratic and dialogic communication, and
their relevance and potential for and impact on social movement or grassroots activism
through social media. The downside of social media were also examined.

Available evidence and analysis clearly shows that social media have enormous potential for
social media activism. Advantages include, without being limited to, facilitation of
democratic and participatory communication; cost effectiveness; widespread access to more
140

Online Journal of Communication and Media Technologies
Special Issue – December 2016

people (emphasis on disadvantaged and marginalized groups), non dominance by special
elites or interests, and the provision they make for dialogic (two-way) as opposed to
monologic (one-way) communication, quite as strongly advocated by Grunig and Hunt (1984),
Grunig (1992). Consequently, the social media are more likely than the traditional media to
help realize what one scholar referred to “Cyberlibertarian dream” platforms marked by
proliferation of personal computers and Internet ushered in hope for greater individual
liberties. Such a dream for greater liberties brought with it the emergence of a relatively new
online world encompassing free association, egalitarianism and self-determination that would
exclude no one (participatory, inclusive).

At the individual level, these technologies provide users with a number of benefits for
contemporary grassroots movements ranging from opportunities for peer-to-peer learning,
mobilization towards a cause, the development of skills valued in the modern workplace, and
more empowered conception of citizenship, among other benefits. At the collective level, to
paraphrase one scholar, the potential of these emerging digital technologies for activist
movements is strong enough to significantly empower such movements and even create
grassroots revolutions. In addition, social media may enhance political participation and
dialogue via the exchange of opinions and ideas worldwide regardless of frontiers, thereby
creating the needed awareness to build society. Because the autocratic regimes who feel
threatened by the interactive usage of social media platforms might be willing to control them
and make them voiceless…In such cases the civil societies with the use of social network
sites may have the chance to be informed about the issues that the governments try to control.
Hence, the social media create a powerful platform to promote both national and global
democracy and contribute to grassroots movements.

It is difficult to draw the line between the promises and problems of social media. We can say
that social media can contribute to and increase participation, however, this kind of
participation is not enough to contribute to contemporary grassroots movements and bring
democracy and social change to society. Some scholars have contended that social media by
themselves are not sufficient instruments for progressive activism, implying that additional
inputs are required. As Zuckerman put it social change requires “high- risk activism” as well.
Abuses by criminals and terrorist groups and organizations have equally been rampant and
have contributed to the heightening of fear in different societies. Other shortcomings of social
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media include their susceptibility and misuse in the dissemination of biased and inflammatory
information by wayward individuals and groups, in the advancement of their equally adverse
causes. Disclosure of such biased information and criminal acts particularly during the times
of conflict amplify the chaos and fear within society and may be seen to construe a threat to
national and global security. In conclusion, we recommend that during such times social
media literacy, conflict sensitive reporting and critical consumption of information by citizens
should be encouraged in achieving and maintaining democratic citizenship and reducing the
impact of crime within the society. In addition, we suggest national initiatives be taken to
maximize the benefits of social media while minimizing, or at least containing the threats
through incorporation of independent but limited guidelines and regulations that would
safeguard people’s freedoms and rights while protecting users from abuses and adverse
effects.
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