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1 Introduction 

In his book ‘Why It’s Still Kicking Off Everywhere: The New Global Revolutions’, BBC Newsnight’s 

Economics editor Paul Mason has suggested that despite some recent setbacks and failures to anti-

establishment protests and democratisation movements that were fuelled by social media, the use of social 

media and new technology in promoting social and political change is now largely an irreversible 

phenomenon. He also indicates that just as social media has changed cultural dynamics, industry and 

commercial transactions worldwide, it will also shape public perception and attitudes toward social and 

political issues in the long term (Mason, 2013).  

In recent years, there have been a number of examples of social and political changes that have been driven 

by social media and the historically unprecedented ability it offers the drivers of change to coordinate 

actions among massive numbers of people and over vast geographic areas. By all indications, the largest 

social and political movement in recent history has been the Arab Spring. The Arab Spring started with the 

toppling of The Tunisian government in December 2010 spread rapidly to Algeria, Egypt, Libya, Morocco, 

Jordan, Oman, Syria and other countries in the Middle East and North Africa. Social media has also been 

used to organise and coordinate civil protests against economic austerity in the UK, Spain, Italy and Greece 

in 2010 and 2011, which in some ways have had significant and long term political impact. Social media 

has also been used to organise protests against economic policies and political authority in a number of 

countries, which is collectively known as the Occupy movement – most noteworthy of which was the 

Occupy Wall Street movement in the United States in 2011. More recently, widespread concern about 

women’s safety and crimes against women sparked massive anti-rape protests in India in 2013, which were 

coordinated through social media and led to significant legislation and bureaucratic changes for ensuring 

women’s safety in the country. But recent events have also shown that social media is not capable of 

creating sustained social change by its own power. Political protests in Iran against alleged election fraud 

in 2010 ended unsuccessfully in a violent government crackdown. Political protests in Ukraine in 2004, 
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which are considered by some social scientists to be the first examples of a political movement powered by 

social media, also ended in failure.  

2 Why social media has become an agent of social and political change  

According to Mason (2013), there are three key reasons that drivers that have made social media an 

influential agent of social and political change. For one, the demographics of public movements have 

changed. Social media and mobile devices have been widely adopted by people aged below 35, who have 

greater collective decision-making power than people of older demographic. Because of the global exposure 

and low censorship facilitated by the World Wide Web, the members of this demographic are also better 

aware of global issues, standards and social events in other parts of the world and hold their governments 

to greater accountability. Also, the majority of individuals around the world who are aged between 18 and 

25 have grown up using technology and social media, and are now of voting age.  

The second driver of change through social media is technology (Mason, 2013). New technology has 

brought social media to mobile devices such as smartphones and tablet computers. Because of this, access 

to social media has become easy, inexpensive and ubiquitous. Personal computers and laptops are not 

widely available in developing countries because of their higher costs and market regulations, and they also 

restrict access to social media to offices, public libraries or homes which restricts their utility as a means of 

constant communication. Technological advancement has brought web access and social media to relatively 

inexpensive and versatile mobile devices, which has made them a potent tool for social activism.  

Thirdly, social and political changes are being driven as a consequence of social behaviour. According to 

Zuckerman (2012), it is difficult for states to monitor or censor websites where the majority of users engage 

in trivial activities and benign forms of entertainment. For example, the majority of users of Facebook use 

the site for sharing pictures from their lives, playing games and keeping in touch with friends. This makes 

it difficult to monitor small and low-key groups who may be using social networks for social or political 

activism. Furthermore, shutting down popular sites carries the risk of aggravating large numbers of users 
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who may have been neutral to the cause or sympathetic to the government establishment. Censorship of 

popular social networks encourages user awareness about subversive tactics such as the use of proxies for 

internet access. It may have the long-term impact of turning benign parties into the supporters of anti-

establishment social and political movements. These are the reasons why social media has turned into a 

powerful tool for social and political movements.  

3 Criticism of the effectiveness of social media 

Critics who question the relevance of social media to social and political protest movements point to the 

events of the Arab Spring, when action was coordinated despite a ban on internet access as well as mobile 

usage. In the absence of internet access and mobile usage, protestors used word of mouth, flyers and prayer 

meets at mosques and churches to communicate information. Baiasu (2011), however, points out that the 

relevance of social media is not in simply in organizing and coordinating mass gatherings and protests, but 

in spreading awareness in a democratized, people-driven manner in the months preceding the outbreak of 

protests. Social media create the social awareness that is a prerequisite before a movement can materialize. 

It also offers people to network with others who share similar social or political goals in the time preceding 

the outbreak of protests, so that their actions can be planned and coordinated better in the face of 

government crackdown and censorship.  

It is thus apparent that for social media to be successful in catalysing a social or political movement, there 

must be existing and widespread social, economic or political discontent in the society, which finds 

expression on social media platforms. According to Assange (2010), government monitoring of internet 

activity in peacetime can allow it to better censor and quell protest movements before they break out or 

strengthen. Seeing the duplicity of the role of social media and the risks that their usage can pose, some 

activist groups have taken to asking members not to use social networks such as Twitter or Facebook for 

communication.  
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Gladwell (2010) contends that social media has limited power for creating social change, and that a 

movement can acquire popularity on social media only if it does not expect significant sacrifices on part of 

its online supporters. While agreeing with the ability of social media to create awareness, shape views and 

communicate with likeminded people, he suggests that the popularity of a cause on social media does not 

necessarily equate to effective changes in real life. To support this, he has offered the example of the Save 

Darfur Coalition page on Facebook, which has over 1.3 million subscribers, but raised only a limited 

amount of funds to support the cause. Gladwell (2010) thus advocates that social media increases 

participation by diluting the intensity of activism required.  

4 Slacktivism and Clicktivism 

This view is supported by other instances in which social media has created widespread awareness about a 

social or political cause, but has had little impact on ground realities. Obar (2014) discusses the social 

phenomenon termed as slacktivism, in which the supporters of the cause take actions that have little impact 

on real life. Social media are a popular platform for online activism. Christensen (2011) describes 

clicktivism, in which advocates of a social or political cause focus on garnering popularity and support on 

social websites, instead of organising action which has an impact on the ground. Examples of clicktivism 

include liking a page, attending a protest ‘virtually’ (that is, by logging on to a social website) or changing 

a social status or profile picture as a symbolic support for a cause.  

A well-known example of slacktivism through social media is the Kony 2012 campaign (Bailyn, 2012). 

This campaign was created by the charity group Invisible Children in order to spearhead a movement to 

apprehend the Ugandan guerrilla leader Joseph Kony, who leads a rebel group called the Lord’s Resistance 

Army (LRA), which has been accused of war crimes, including training child soldiers. The campaign 

created a 30 minute short film titled Kony2012 with the intention of creating popular awareness about the 

activities of the LRA and increasing pressure on international leaders, in particular the US government, to 

intervene in Uganda to capture Joseph Kony and stop the Lord’s Resistance Army. Released in March 2012, 
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the film spread virally and has received over 100 million views in two years (Molloy, 2012). However, the 

impact of the film has been limited.  

The movement and its supporters have come under widespread criticism from regional political groups, 

non-profit organisations which operate in the war-stricken area and humanitarian agencies for Response in 

the US establishment was limited to passing a resolution in the US Senate to back efforts in neighbouring 

African countries to neutralise the guerrilla fighters that were already in existence (Cassata, 2012). The 

Ugandan government criticised the movement for creating the false impression that the LRA was active in 

Uganda, stating that Uganda was at peace and that Joseph Kony had been driven out of Uganda by the 

country’s military forces. The charity ActionAid criticized the video for creating an inaccurate 

representation of ground realities and stated that the LRA had been largely neutralised back in 2006.  

Aside from propagating inaccuracies, social media movements such as Kony2012 have also been criticised 

as an interference by people in other geographic regions in political issues in another part of the world 

which they have little understanding of, and have next to no stake in. Mamdani (2012) and other Ugandan 

civil groups criticised the movement stating that it amounted to foreign interference in Ugandan affairs 

(Jones and Wayland, 2012). deWaal (2012) has criticized the movement and its backers on social media 

for worsening a complex, difficult problem with a simplistic, feel-good approach and the support of people 

who have no understanding of ground realities. Mengestu (2012) criticized the supporters of the social 

media campaign for turning a war criminal and failed political leader into a global celebrity, arguing that 

the movement has strengthened his reputation and had the opposite of its intended impact.  

5 Using social media effectively 

Fandy (1999) studied the use and effectiveness of social media for organising political and social 

movements in Middle Eastern countries, which he described with the term ‘cyber resistance’. By studying 

civil resistance movements in repressive, authoritarian regimes, such as the Movement for Islamic Reform 

in Arabia (MIRA), Fandy (1999) described a number of ways in which social media can be leveraged for 
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networking with likeminded people because they ensure privacy and a degree of anonymity, minimising 

the risk of repression by an authoritative regime. Baiasu (2011) has suggested that if social media is used 

as a platform by people for debating local political and social issues, they can serve as a powerful platform 

for organisation and dialogue. Social media also allow participants to network with people who have similar 

political or ideological goals. This allows for targeted and effective distribution of information and ideas 

online. It facilitates free and democratic expression by protecting dissenters from repressive governments. 

It also allows for sharing of information and coordinated action between activists who are in geographically 

distant areas.  

6 Use of Twitter: Election protests in Iran 

Twitter and Facebook have become popular platforms for social and political movements. Election protests 

in Iran in 2009 were called the Twitter revolution (Grossman, 2009). These protests were organised to 

protest the results of the 2009 presidential elections in Iran, which witnessed widespread fraud and were 

believed by the protesters and many Western governments to be rigged. Recognising the power of social 

media in organising and directing political movements, the Iranian government took a number of steps to 

censor and curtail the use of social media. Twitter is a popular medium because it allows users to share 

short messages quickly and for interested supporters to follow updates. While being easy to use on mobile 

devices, Twitter is difficult for authorities and regulatory bodies to control. During the 2009 election 

protests, Iranians were able to use Twitter to coordinate resistance protests despite the government’s 

attempts to block it, via the use of proxy servers (Gaffney, 2010). In light of the extensive use and 

significance of Twitter to the protest movement, the US State Department requested Twitter to delay 

planned system upgrades in July 2009, to allow Iranian protesters continued access to social media as a tool 

for political activism. Accordingly, Twitter delayed the network upgrade so as to implement it during what 

was to be night time in Iran. The attempts by the Iranian government to censor Twitter, as well as the US 

establishment’s efforts to ensure access to Twitter indicates the relevance of social media to movements 

that are working for social and political change.  
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During the protests, the government of Iran temporarily shut down all internet access, then permitted only 

low bandwidth access in order to enforce stronger censorship on social networking sites. Faced with a 

government-sponsored blackout, international news channels relied on user updates, photos and video 

uploads on Twitter for information on the incidents of the Iranian protests. During the protests, a bystander 

named Neda Agha-Soltan was shot dead by pro-government militia. Her shooting and death were recorded 

and uploaded as three videos online. These videos were shared widely and went viral on Twitter (Adams, 

2009). Shared on social media and news channels, the videos became a rallying point in the Iranian protests 

and a symbol of government repression. In part due to their impact on social media, the videos received the 

George Polk Award for Videography in 2009.  

7 Use of Facebook for political activism: Arab Spring 

In contrast with the Iranian protests, which saw widespread use of Twitter, the Arab Spring protests became 

known for their use of Facebook as a social media platform. The use of social media allowed protestors to 

communicate by circumventing conventional means of communication. In a research survey by the Dubai 

School of Government (ASMR, 2011), 88% of respondents in Egypt and 94% in Tunisia stated that they 

used social media to gain information about the Arab Spring protests. Moreover, 29% of respondents in 

these countries stated that the effectiveness of their actions was hindered by the government’s restrictions 

on access to websites and blocking Facebook. 

There was a marked increase in the use of Facebook in Arab countries during the months of protesting 

which began in 2011, as large numbers of people began to use social media to bypass government 

censorship and learn about the progress of the movement in different countries, and to communicate with 

other activists. According to the Arab Social Media Report by the Dubai School of Government (ASMR, 

2011), the number of Facebook users more than doubled in parts of the Middle East between January and 

April 2011. Usage of Facebook in Bahrain grew by 15% in these three months. The number of users grew 

by 29% in Egypt and 17% in Tunisia.  
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As has been evident from the Arab Spring protests, government efforts to censor or control internet usage 

to quell political activism can backfire. Censorship of social media can make users join anti-establishment 

movements in larger numbers and find complex ways to circumvent government censorship. According to 

the Arab Social Media Report (ASMR, 2011), only 28% of respondents in Egypt and 29% in Tunisia stated 

that the government imposed block on Facebook access hindered their ability to communicate with activists. 

On the other hand, a whopping 56% of respondents in Egypt and 59% in Tunisia confirmed that the 

government clampdown on social media inspired them to become part of the political movement.  

8 Employing social media in the Occupy movement 

Social media has also been widely employed in economic and social movements in Europe and North 

America, notably the Occupy movements and ant-austerity protests. According to Caren and Gaby (2011), 

the Occupy Wall Street movement, which began in early August 2011, had gained over 400,000 likes in 

less than two months on their Facebook page. The movement catalysed the rise of over 400 local Occupy 

movements. The Facebook pages for these local movements garnered over 800,000 likes in the same period 

(Caren and Gaby, 2011). The movement used Facebook largely for sharing information, exchanging stories, 

sharing resources pertaining to local businesses, for coordinating local protests, exchanging media to create 

awareness and sharing effective techniques for protesting and community outreach (Skinner, 2011).  

The Occupy movement made use of social media in two major ways. Firstly, it allowed people to join local 

movements, keep up with updates and participate in social events pertaining to the protests. Secondly, social 

media played the more significant role of creating a large pool of readily available, free and widely shared 

pool of photos, videos and messages that were nearly impossible for the government to monitor or censor 

(Waldram, 2011). Mainstream media picked up these photos, videos and messages, and shared them on 

mainstream news, which attracted even more attention to the movements, leading to the creation of new 

locations for protest and greater participation in the movement (Conover et al., 2011). Social media thus 
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used the power of mainstream media to bring even more users to social media, which strengthened the 

movement and allowed it to spread rapidly.  

The Occupy movement did not focus on a specific tool for communicating their messages. Activists used 

Facebook for sharing news about local movements, communicating ideas to a nationwide and global 

audience, and thus created a pool of messages which went beyond what mainstream media or a single 

source of information could have provided. They used Youtube to share videos of protests, speeches and 

law enforcement crackdowns. The protesters also employed Twitter to share news that could not or was not 

shared by mainstream media, which subscribers could know by following widely used hashtag such as 

#OccupyWallSt or #OccupyPortland (Conover et al., 2011).  

The Occupy movement was effectively ended by police crackdowns on gatherings in public areas. 

Protesters were pushed out of Zuccotti Park by November 2011. However, the Occupy movement is still 

alive and active on social media. The movement is now considered to be more refined, with better tactics 

which spread social and economic messages in ways which are difficult to counter by conventional means. 

Whereas comparable movements of the past died out following government crackdowns, social media has 

allowed the Occupy movement to transform from a movement focusing on localised protests to a platform 

for communicating ideas for social change (Juris, 2012).  

9 Successful social change through social media: Anti-rape protests in India 

The Arab Spring and Iran’s election protests were political movements which used social media for 

effective action. The Occupy and anti-austerity movements were protests against the interference of 

corporates in government policies and poor economic policies of governments. By contrast, the most recent 

example of effective use of social media – anti-rape protests in India in 2013 – were largely a social 

movement (Kazmin, 2013).  

The catalysts for these protests was the gang rape of a young middle class woman in New Delhi, who died 

from extensive injuries. However, sociologists believe these protests to be the outcome of a public 
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discontent over basic social issues like poor law and order in India, lax enforcement of regulations, 

ineffective governance and policy paralysis which was a result of government apathy. The gang-rape acted 

as a catalyst which allowed people to use Twitter hashtags and Facebook shares to gather large numbers of 

people for protest outside India’s Parliament and Presidential Palace – events which caught the government 

completely unawares (Ahmed and Jaidka, 2013). In its surprise, the government of Delhi ordered a 

crackdown, resorting to the use of water cannons, tear gas and charges by riot police on non-violent 

gatherings. The events were communicated rapidly by social media, which led to a sudden and massive 

eruption of protests across India and attracted international attention toward the incident.  

The use of social media allowed a democratic protest, described as a flash mob by the government, which 

was unlike organised, systematic protests orchestrated by political parties which the Indian government was 

familiar with. India’s mainstream news media allowed for participatory contribution by running live Twitter 

feeds on channel broadcasts, allowing protestors to communicate their outrage, opinions and share 

instantaneous updates on protests and government responses (Belair-Gagnon et al., 2013).  

10 Conclusion 

The Arab Spring met with mixed success. While regime change was effected in Tunisia and Morocco, 

unrest continues in Egypt, Syria and Libya. Although Iranian protests were effectively crushed, social media 

created widespread awareness about issues of political freedom and social expression in the country. The 

Occupy movements also succeeded in creating awareness about economic corruption and the need for social 

change, although they did not lead to significant changes in the way corporates or governments function 

(Preston, 2011). As a silver lining, social media was used effectively in India, leading to major changes in 

legislation and law enforcement. As a consequence of the 2013 protests, the definition of rape was changed 

to cover a wide range of crimes against women. Laws were also altered to offer women greater 

empowerment in tackling more benign social menaces like workplace harassment and catcalling. Rape and 

violence against women was made punishable by death. Under the new laws, the men who raped the woman 
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in New Delhi were sentenced to death. Four serial rapists in Mumbai were also awarded capital punishment 

in March 2014 for two gang rapes they committed in 2012 and 2013 (Shanta, 2014). Social media has made 

it possible to create greater awareness about social and political issues which affect people. In a world 

managed by autocratic governments and corporates, social media has been a powerful tool of 

democratisation that has offered people opportunities to direct the course of their own lives and their 

societies for the first time in history. Irrespective of the success or failure of these movements, the impact 

of social media in effecting social and political change can no longer be denied or ignored.  
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