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Digitally Networked Grassroots

"The advent of social media heralded great promises for social movements. First, social movements would be
emancipated from the confines of geography. Since disparate activists can now communicate directly, protest
can spread and scale quickly. Second, since social media allow activists to build horizontal networks, they would
no longer rely on organizations and their leaders to organize mobilizations, opening up the possibility for more
egalitarian social movements.
This book develops a unique approach to provide nuanced answers to both these assertions. Using new data
sources and computational techniques, it addresses long-standing questions about how movements grow
and develop leadership. Central to the approach are movements’ “relational dynamics”: the way relations are
structured between activists over time and across space. Using a combination of computational, qualitative, and
geographical analyses, the book shows that online activism is still firmly rooted in place and relies on leadership.
But it also shows that the role of space and leadership has transformed in important ways, allowing more room
for activists who were previously on the margin.
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Thus, social media (re)produce inequalities in social movements, while simultaneously providing new means of
analyzing relational dynamics. Contrary to popular understanding, these do not inherently produce egalitarian
outcomes, and are just as likely to increase rather than decrease tendencies towards inequalities and conflict."
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CHAPTER 1

The overall aim of the project is to understand the role of social media in the
development of social movements. It examines how social media bring together
people who would otherwise remain unconnected, to forge networks “between
struggles abroad and struggles at home, relationships of inspiration and mutuality”
(Davis, 2016, p. 90). Accordingly, the project focuses on two relational dynamics
that are central to the development of social movements: scaling and leadership.
The first part of this research project is about the role of social media in the
scaling of social movements. The second part of this project focuses on leadership
in digitally networked movements. The third part of this project consists of a
methodological reflection on the implementation of computational methods.
These themes will be introduced in the following three vignettes.

Vignettes Part I: Social Movements, Social Media, and Scaling
In April 2015, Freddy Gray died after suffering a spinal cord injury in police custody.
At the time, I was in Chicago for a conference. My colleagues and I watched events in
Baltimore and elsewhere around the country unfold on television. The Movement
for Black Lives was already in full swing, after the hashtag #blacklivesmatter was
first used on social media by Patrisse Cullors, Alicia Garza, and Opal Tometi in
July 2013. The movement had gained momentum since then, particularly after
Michael Brown’s death in August 2014 in Ferguson, Missouri. Again, we witnessed
how emotions in Baltimore turned into a flashpoint that reverberated nationwide,
as we tried to make sense of what we saw on the news. Simultaneous reports on
social media provided a broad range of perceptions, including ones from locals
within those communities experiencing events firsthand. Social media allowed us,
and others, to feel connected to the movement.
Two weeks later I was in Selma, Alabama, where I struck up a midnight
conversation with a young night clerk at the St. James Hotel. The St. James is a
beautiful hotel, with a colonial history of its own, located next to the infamous
Edmund Pettus Bridge, named after a confederate commander and Alabama Ku
Klux Klan leader. The bridge was also the setting for the Bloody Sunday standoff
during the civil rights movement’s Freedom March in March 1965. This location,
with all its divisive historical symbolism, is where activists, including Dr. Martin
Luther King, were confined and assaulted by police and attack dogs. Having read
about Bloody Sunday, it began to sink in just how high that bridge is, as I stood
looking at it from the hotel balcony. I saw the night clerk at the front desk when
going out for a late-night smoke and, one thing leading to another, we talked for
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an hour or two. He told me how his parents’ legal advocacy during the civil rights
era “sort of ” made him feel he should become an activist, motivating his interest
in Black Lives Matter. He had decided to study media and animation the next year,
a decision inspired in part by the same idealism. In his parents’ history, he found a
moral obligation to be politically aware and active. But those footsteps could only
lead him to law school, which seemed tedious and boring to him. He felt stuck in
his current job, and the night shift was just a way for him to get by until he could
go to college and strike out on his own. To him, despite the history of Selma, the
place felt far away from where the real action was.
Rather, his dreams were fueled by social media feeds during the long and
quiet graveyard shifts. One way for him to tune in to politics was to follow DeRay
Mckesson on Twitter, one of the most prominent voices of Black Lives Matter on
social media. Having never met DeRay, the night clerk nevertheless found it easy
to connect to him after hearing about him from friends. By the time I met him, the
clerk felt like he knew DeRay personally from following his reporting. In DeRay’s
posts from Ferguson, he found inspiration in what modern activism is, for being
in the thick of things, for being politically active as a young African American
in the US today. Recognizing the importance of how protest is portrayed online
made him want to pursue media studies in college.
The encounter in Selma stuck with me. It was puzzling, because the feeling
of being connected to the movement seemed based on social media rather than a
local history – in what arguably is the most highly symbolic location of civil rights
activism in the country (McAdam, 1982b; Payne, 1995). In my understanding,
social movements rely on local communities for their development. Yet, someone
in Selma, of all places, felt more connected to protests through a stranger living far
away, than through the activism of his parents and the rich local history of inspiring
leaders like John Lewis and Martin Luther King. That sense of online community
with strangers through social media was hard to pin down and describe accurately.
While neither of us had known anyone in Ferguson or Baltimore personally, we
both felt connected to what was going on there, and through social media those
events inspired action around the world. This raises questions about how social
media allow protests to scale up in such a way so that we feel connected to other
places, sharing anger, sadness, joy.

1
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Vignettes Part II: Leadership in Digitally Networked Movements
The second part of this research project is about social movement leadership
dynamics on social media. Leaders are crucial for the development of social
movements, and social media arguably play into the relational dynamics of
leadership. People from around the world used social media to connect with the
Movement for Black Lives as it gained momentum. Countering those who criticized
it for being leaderless, activists emphasized how social media provided new
avenues for community voices to rise up, dubbing it instead a leaderful movement.
People came to identify specific activists who shared information and emotions on
social media as leaders, potentially inspiring activism in places other than the site
of the initial spark. These networked communities of “outrage and hope” (Castells,
2012) gave rise to a variety of voices, of those who became prominent as leaders.
These relational dynamics will be introduced in the following empirical vignettes
about a number of prominent leaders in the Movement for Black Lives.
If social media had allowed for different leaders to become prominent, my
respondents each felt connected to different parts of a diverse, and sometimes
contradictory, network. Social media had allowed DeRay Mckesson and others
to become prominent online for tweeting about Black Lives Matter, and like the
night guard I met in Selma, many identified with DeRay and felt in the thick
of things by following his tweets. He travelled 550 miles from Minneapolis to
Ferguson, networking with Johnetta Elzie and other locals and reporting directly
from the scene (Mckesson, 2015, 2018). Building a following on Twitter within a
few weeks brought him recognition as an authoritative voice in the movement.
Other respondents I met felt connected to other leaders on social media. In Los
Angeles I met Yasin. Like many other young Angelinos, he struggled to make ends
meet, taking medical school classes, volunteering at a hospital, driving an Uber
30 hours each week to provide for himself and three brothers. Asked about his
view on the movement’s leadership, he mentioned Shaun King as an example of
what he liked about today’s activism. Yasin did not believe “traditional protest”
was effective (he is convinced that political elites are corrupt), and was too busy
to participate in marches and rallies anyway. For reasons unclear to me, Yasin had
never heard of other leaders such as Cullors, Deray, or TefPoe, and was unaware
of any controversies surrounding Shaun King. King’s online activism inspired
him: among other things, King put out mailing lists with news about propositions,
petitions, and suggested interventions such as calls to representatives. “Every week
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it’s like three or four pages! With detailed information and links and everything.”
Yasin had closed his bank account with Wells Fargo when he learned about their
investments in the Dakota Access Pipeline from King’s newsletter. Like the night
guard in Selma, Yasin was inspired by strangers on social media to take concrete
actions that had very real impact, and online leadership played a crucial role.
Through social media, respondents had found ways to connect to a variety of
different leaders, who themselves used social media to quickly rise to prominence
as leaders of the movement.
Patrisse Cullors, one of the co-founders of Black Lives Matter, could not
believe it, she told high school children on a December 2016 morning in the west
of Amsterdam. The man who had shot Trayvon Martin got away with it. Her
disbelief was the starting point of her story about the origins of Black Lives Matter.
Standing in front of the crowd of teenagers, she described hearing the verdict on
the news and how sad it made her, how it made her want to connect with other
people. The meeting in her honor at the local high school was organized by the
venue, de Balie, where she delivered the Freedom Speech the prior evening1 along
with Janaya Khan, founder of the Toronto Black Lives Matter chapter. This leg of
their tour was packed with meetings and events, including networking with antiracism activists campaigning against blackface in the Netherlands.2 Jetlag kicked
in during the black heritage tour that afternoon in Amsterdam, at three in the
morning Pacific Time.3 After a few days at home in Los Angeles, she would fly to
Ohio for the activism art performance #PowerOhio, working with children. As
one of its most prominent leaders, she worked tirelessly to organize the Movement
for Black Lives.
If thus far I had focused on social media to explain how remarkable leaders
rose to prominence in social movements, that didn’t seem to do justice to the
determined work and vast experience Cullors brought to bear on the situation. It
seemed to me that the educator Cullors was as much at home talking to teens in
Amsterdam as she was in her capacity as celebrated leader addressing the crowd
the night before. She let the children know early on that she would help them
stay concentrated. “Focus!” Whispering boys were quickly told by the smiling
Cullors. She encouraged them to speak their mind and ask questions. She helped

1

1	https://debalie.nl/agenda/vrijheidslezing-black-lives-matter-co-founder-patrisse-cullors-2/,
retrieved July 30, 2019.
2
https://twitter.com/osope/status/811708072611708928, retrieved July 29, 2019.
3
http://www.blackheritagetours.com, retrieved July 29, 2019.
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them relate their own experiences and issues of racism in the Netherlands to the
injustice she perceived in Zimmerman’s acquittal. “Is that fair?” she asked them
after sharing Trayvon’s story. “It’s because he was white, yes,” she replied to a girl.
Asked in a magazine interview a year earlier, what she wants her work to impart to
youths, she explained: “It was really my younger brother [who is in his late teens]
who inspired me to get involved in this kind of work. I’ve learned a lot from him
and his life, and when Trayvon Martin was murdered and George Zimmerman
was acquitted, he was the first person who came to my mind. This movement and
the new tools that we’re using allows for new generations to get involved and see
themselves as part of the change that’s possible in our country” (Ohikuare 2015, n.p.;
see also Khan-Cullors and Bandele 2018). A trained and experienced community
organizer, Cullors embraced new tools like social media because they allowed for
new ways for organizing a movement that eschews formal, organizational, topdown command by a single charismatic leader.
In my understanding, these stories raised questions about the development
of leadership in social movements (Gerbaudo, 2017; Milan, 2015b; Poell, Abdulla,
Rieder, Woltering, and Zack, 2016; Tufekci, 2013). The closer I looked at the
relational structure of this movement, the more ambiguity became apparent
in these networks (Beraldo, 2017; Duyvendak and Jasper, 2015a; Fligstein
and McAdam, 2012; cf. Hajer and Versteeg, 2005; Uitermark, 2017). Different
respondents connected with different leaders, each with different ideas about
the movement. For instance, the prominence that certain leaders had achieved
through digital networking not only garnered them acclaim, but had also made
them controversial among others in different parts of the movement. Some
respondents shared concerns with me that online prominence was motivated by
personal ambitions while distracting from local Ferguson legends (“Day One’s”)
like Tef Poe. For others, the prominence of figureheads detracted from key issues
of relevance to the movement, such as the historically ignored leadership roles of
women (Davis, 1983). Different communities were all part of the same network
configuration, but were also worlds apart. The configuration of these networks
was, to some degree, rooted in community organizing efforts. Social media alone
could not suffice as an explanation of leadership that I saw in the Movement for
Black Lives. In short, I began to question the role of leadership on social media,
and the power dynamics thus (re)produced.
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Vignettes Part III: Computational Black Boxes
The third part of this research project concerns a reflection on the methods of
computational social science. As will be discussed in Parts I and II, social media
play a role in the development of social movements (Barberá et al., 2015; BorgeHolthoefer, González-Bailón, Rivero, and Moreno, 2014; Castells, 2012; GonzálezBailón, Borge-Holthoefer, Rivero, and Moreno, 2011). At the same time, social
media generate digital data that afford unprecedented means to analyze the
development of social movements (Centola, 2010; Goel, Watts, and Goldstein,
2012; Tucker, Metzger, Penfold-Brown, Bonneau, and Jost, 2016). For instance, we
can now map with a measure of precision how, where, and when people interact
about specific topics online. With computational methods, we can model the
development of a social movement in terms of structural relations among millions
of people (Borge-Holthoefer, Banos, Gonzalez-Bailon, and Moreno, 2013; Freelon,
McIlwain, and Clark, 2018; Tucker et al., 2016).
However, the implementation of these computational methods raises
epistemological and technical challenges (Crossley, 2010b; Törnberg and Törnberg,
2018; Tufekci, 2014a). Epistemological challenges came up when trying to make
sense of network structures. My aim is to better understand the development of
social movements by examining the relationships among people on social media.
To do so, I adopted a relational approach that combined computational analysis
with qualitative inquiry. Network analysis allowed me to map relational structures
among social movement participants (Borge-Holthoefer et al., 2011; Conover,
Ferrara, Menczer, and Flammini, 2013; Diani and McAdam, 2003; Tremayne,
2014). Doing field work allowed me to interview respondents who had turned up
as important in the networks I examined computationally. As suggested before
in the empirical vignettes, respondents often challenged the assumptions I had
based on network measures. To one respondent, I suggested she took up a central
position in the network of activists in Los Angeles, based on the mentions she
received. Not impressed, she told me: “You don’t understand Twitter, my friend”.
In part, I believe she was being humble, downplaying her importance and position
of prominence, which she demonstrably was working hard for. Explaining that she
had once been important in “certain parts of the old LA left”, she had deliberately
distanced herself from that scene. Disillusioned by quarrelsome old comrades, she
“moved on to social media” to engage in ways that were more about “exchanging
ideas”. Now, she “builds followers like everyone else”, something that her centrality
in my network analysis suggested she was quite adept at. She did not agree. What

1
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had been abstract nodes in a graph were now speaking back, refuting relational
positions attributed to them. How could I be sure? Making sense of relational
structures, while accounting for the lived experience of respondents, demanded
ways of distinguishing methodological artifacts from noisy data.
Technical challenges came up when trying to distinguish methodological
artifacts and noisy data. Software packages that make computational analysis
feasible and convenient, like igraph, have become well-established and widely
used (Csardi and Nepusz, 2006). Although easy to use, it is difficult to determine
exactly how results derive from data in igraph’s algorithms. Understanding how
these black boxes transform input into output requires technical finesse and
critical reflection on assumptions. Accordingly, it became a secondary aim of this
research project to contribute to advancing the computational methods that can be
used to study social movements. I argue that the implementation of computational
methods involves inconspicuous technical decisions that have non-trivial impacts
on the interpretation of findings. In short, this dissertation turned out to be
about the development of digitally networked social movements, but also about
the development of analytical approaches to examining questions about digitally
networked social movements.

Research Questions
As suggested by the empirical vignettes, social media play a role in the
development of social movements, and in the way we can study movements. I
focus on two interrelated relational dynamics of movement development: scaling
and leadership. Together, these dynamics are key to understanding how social
movements develop beyond local settings and allow for the rise of inspirational
voices. In addition, questions are raised about the methodological approaches that
are made possible by digital networks.
First, social media play a role in the scaling of social movements. Explaining
the connection between the night guard in Selma and the events in Ferguson asks
us to consider how social media helps to transcend geographical barriers to scaling
processes, transforming localized activism into national movements (Coleman
and Freelon, 2015; McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly, 1996; Soule, 2013; Tarrow and
McAdam, 2005). Social movement scholars call attention to the barriers that
activists face in terms of resources, political opportunities, and the transmission
of emotions (Nicholls, 2009; Nicholls and Uitermark, 2017; Routledge, 2003;
Sikkink, 2005; Soule, 2013; Tarrow, 2005; Tarrow and McAdam, 2005). Although
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central to popular accounts of how events in Ferguson sparked “networks of
outrage and hope”, empirical analysis of the ways emotions are mediated online is
scarce (Castells, 2012; Collins, 2011; Goodwin, Jasper, and Polletta, 2009; Jasper,
2011). Simultaneously, the affordances of social media are leveraged by countermovements, possibly allowing for the scaling of antagonism through similar
means (Colson, 2016; Nicholls and Uitermark, 2018; Zald, 1979).
Second, social media raises questions about leadership in digitally networked
movements. Explaining the roles of leaders like Cullors, Garza, Tometi, as well as
Mckesson, asks us to consider how leadership develops on social media (Diamante
and London, 2002; Gerbaudo, 2017; Mckee and Massimilian, 2006). Online leaders
appear to rise from the grassroots, allowing them to connect diverse communities.
While social media ostensibly allow anyone to rise to prominence among millions
of users, only a select few gain a following like Mckessons’ (Freelon, McIlwain, and
Clark, 2016). While leaders leverage digital networking to connect communities,
this also (re)produces power dynamics (Gerbaudo, 2017; Milan, 2015b; Poell et
al., 2016).
Third, the implementation of computational analysis raises methodological
questions. Social media data provide unprecedented opportunities to unpack
the dynamics of social movements (Beraldo, 2017; Borge-Holthoefer et al., 2011;
Freelon, Mcilwain, and Clark, 2016; Milan, 2013). At the same time, these methods
introduce technical and epistemological challenges (González-Bailón, 2013; Milan
and van der Velden, 2016; Morstatter, Ave, Ave, and Carley, 2013; Törnberg and
Törnberg, 2018). These invite further reflection in their own right, with the aim of
advancing our analytical tools.
In short, digital networking affords new ways of developing and analyzing
social movements, raising questions about the relational dynamics in the literature
on social movements through the lens of digital networking (Castells, 2000; Diani,
2003; Duyvendak and Jasper, 2015b; Goldstone, 2015; Milan, 2013; Nunes, 2014).
The central questions that guide this research are:
1)	
What is the role of social media in the relational dynamics of digitally
networked movements? and;
2) How can these dynamics be analyzed using computational methods?

1

Intentionally exploratory, this research project adopts a relational approach that
integrates computational methods with qualitative inquiry. As signposted in the
empirical vignettes, asking wide open questions allows for exploration of how
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social media impacts movement development from complex data (Lieberson and
Lynn, 2002). Accordingly, conducting research was an iterative process, bringing
respondents and field observations from various contexts into conversation with
assumptions and findings from computational methods. The following interrelated
themes bring these relational dynamics into focus:
•	What is the role of social media in the relational dynamics of scaling in
digitally networked movements?
•	What is the role of social media in the relational dynamics of leadership
in digitally networked movements?
•	How can these relational dynamics be analyzed using computational
methods?
Together, the answers to these questions constitute the contributions this
research project makes to the field of social movement studies in the digital age.
The body of literature which inspires my research questions will be discussed
in detail in the theoretical framework presented in Chapter 2. In what follows,
this introduction outlines my methodological strategy and terminology for
answering the questions posed. It concludes with an overview of the structure
and chapters of the book.

A Relational Approach
This section lays out the overall strategy used to answer the research questions.
The respective empirical chapters provide full technical details. A reflection
on the implementation of computational methods in social science is the key
methodological contribution this research project makes, and is therefore
(somewhat unorthodoxly) discussed at length in Chapter 11.
To better understand the role of social media in the development of movements,
I adopt a relational approach, combining computational and qualitative analyses.
The central premisse of this approach is that social constructs shape, and are
shaped by, networks of relations among people (Crossley, 2015; Emirbayer, 1997;
Melucci, 1980). The development of these relational structures can be examined
by means of network analysis (Diani and McAdam, 2003). To do so, the approach
I develop relates network patterns to interpretations of everyday social life. It
focuses on the relations that develop among people and the inequalities thus (re)
produced (cf. Emirbayer and Desmond, 2015). The relational patterns that arise
from interactions can be studied by means of computational network analysis,
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based on the assumption that, although the fabric of social life appears chaotic,
relations do not form at random. While subjective social movement experience
is different for different people in different places, there are evidently patterns
to relational dynamics. This presents us with the challenge of accounting for the
emergent nature of movement development in specific contexts (Crossley, 2015;
Elias, 1995, 2000; Emirbayer, 1997; Lind and Stepan-Norris, 2011; Uitermark,
2017).
Empirically, this study draws upon two cases: the immigrant rights movement
and Movement for Black Lives in the United States. The purpose of analyzing
these cases is to better understand the relational dynamics of digitally networked
movements. To that end, the case studies allow for investigation of networks
relations in real-life contexts, guiding interpretation of relational dynamics (Yin,
1994). The cases were selected as different, yet similar, examples of digitally
networked action, allowing for simultaneous computational and qualitative
inquiry with respondents as the studied dynamics unfolded. The cases are similar
in explicitly embracing social media to build movements, and the development of
both movements is intricately interwoven with the use of social media (Cobb, 2016;
Cox, 2017; Day, 2015; Freelon, McIlwain, et al., 2016; Hope, Keels, and Durkee,
2016; Mckesson, 2018; Nicholls, 2013; Tometi, Garza, and Cullors-Brignac,
2015). Both cases sustained ongoing attention in the United States, mobilizing
hundreds of thousands of people, with important impacts on national politics
and policy agendas. The movements are asymmetrical in period, size, and scope,
selected as complementary, rather than as contrasting or comparative cases. The
different contexts of the cases allow for cross-examination of underlying relational
dynamics generated by similar adoptions of digital networking—similarities and
differences that increase confidence in the study’s validity (Eisenhardt, 1989,
p. 542). The relatively well-documented immigrant rights movement allowed
qualitative inquiry to carry greater weight in the early research stages, in concert
with established computational methods, whereas the widespread adoption
of digital networking by Black Lives Matter and the sustained salience of the
hashtag #blacklivesmatter on social media offered unique opportunities to further
develop more advanced computational analyses over a long period of time. Most
importantly, both cases exemplify movements in which grassroots mobilizing and
digital networking are core features (Costanza-Chock, 2014; Freelon, McIlwain, et
al., 2016; Nicholls and Uitermark, 2017).

1
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Computational analyses draw upon various sets of digital data to describe
relational dynamics. For analysis of the immigrant rights movement, data was
collected from January 2013, when the hashtag first appeared on Twitter, to August
2014. This dataset contains 108,198 tweets from 16,113 people, which generated
168,393 network ties. For Black Lives Matter, data was collected from Twitter
and Instagram. From Instagram, 1,127,248 posts were collected in the 10-month
period from June 15, 2015 to March 15, 2016. From Twitter, 18,501,785 tweets were
collected over a 30-month period between June 15, 2015 and December 15, 2017.
This dataset yielded 23,991,665 interactions among 4,632,350 people engaging
with the hashtag #blacklivesmatter. In total, nearly 20 million social media posts
inform the quantitative analysis for both cases.
I used qualitative analyses to inform an understanding of the relational
dynamics in digitally networked movements. The project draws on fieldwork,
interviews, and written sources that include IRS records, White House visitor
records, policy documents, and newspaper databases. Contextualization is
further informed by 92 interviews and informal conversations, participatory
observation, as well as a wide range of primary and secondary sources such as
blog posts, lectures, videos, and biographies. These data were collected in a range
of U.S. cities, including Los Angeles, Sacramento and San Francisco, California,
New York, New York, Cannon Ball, North Dakota, Ferguson, Missouri, Selma
and Birmingham, Alabama, Seattle, Washington, Chicago, Illinois, Grand Rapids,
Michigan, and Phoenix, Arizona. Interviews were conducted with both activists
and their opponents, including a number of prominent leaders.
In short, this study develops a mixed-methods relational approach.
Computational methods and digital data allow for combining scale and precision
in the unpacking of relational dynamics in social movements. Yet, at the same
time, these methods introduce new black boxes, which are challenging to unpack
due to implicit assumptions and technical finesses. This research demonstrates
how iterative qualitative and computational engagement enhances sophisticated
analyses, while advancing existing computational methods –such as network and
content analysis, image recognition, and the modeling of power law distributions.

Ethical Issues and Positionality
Researching digitally networked movements necessarily raises issues concerning
ethics and positionality (Eysenbach and Till, 2001; Glasius et al., 2017; Milan,
2014; Tufekci, 2014a). Three key issues are discussed here: risks for participants,
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my position as a researcher, and the use of digital data. First, the participants in this
research are engaged in political action, often from situations of marginalization,
which makes them vulnerable to risks of harm (Crenshaw, 1991; Weiss, 1994).
This is particularly true for respondents in precarious legal situations, who may
be exposed to legal action or immigration enforcement should they be identified.
Because of this, no individuals are identified in this research project, unless such
identifiable information is already widely available from other sources or agreed
upon explicitly by the respondent. Participation was voluntary and could be
withdrawn at any time. Extensive measures were taken to protect privacy and
encrypt any digital records. These steps and measures were reviewed by the ethics
board of the University of Amsterdam.
Second, my own position has influenced how this research was conducted.
I approached both movements as a sympathetic outsider (Becker, 1966).
Having participated and studied a range of other social movements before, I am
sympathetic towards improving the position of underprivileged communities in
society, and feel personally involved in anti-racist struggles. This has strongly
influenced case selection and a focus on migration and anti-racism. Personal
experiences have, to a degree, sensitized me about my own privileges as part of
the systems that I study, as a white male academic (Smith, 1992). These factors
influenced my own perceptions and how I was perceived by respondents, which
was a key reason for seeking to integrate computational analysis and field work,
in efforts to better understand the communities I was studying (Harding, 2004).
In interactions with respondents, I have always been open about my intentions
and attempted to learn from available resources before contacting them, drawing
on their writings and prior interviews wherever possible, to let them speak in
their own voice and to minimize claims on their time. My main concern has
been to understand the development of digitally networked movements from
a wide array of perspectives, while maintaining a capacity for critical analysis
(Collins, 2004). This commitment meant continually challenging my own views
and inviting criticism from respondents, and led me to interview not only
activists but also their opponents on social media. As one example, I initially
focused primarily on leadership on social media in terms of prominence among
supporters, until I interviewed prominent leaders who shared their experiences
with the backlash and burdens their prominence incurred from their adversaries.
Access to the field was not always easy, and in some cases, my approach was too
direct. As an example, one respondent was baffled to be approached through
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Facebook messenger, yet eventually she carefully explained her concerns about
privacy. I am grateful that many respondents patiently taught me how to navigate
more elegantly the tension between the publicness and intimacy of social media.
Activists are justifiably careful about surveillance from authorities (Glasius et al.,
2017). The extensive networks of friends and colleagues in activist scenes were
indispensible for connections.
Third, the use of data collected from social media raises a unique set of ethical
concerns. Generally speaking, computational methods make it easy to ignore
power imbalances in the uses of social media (Flesher Fominaya and Gillan, 2017;
Moreno, Goniu, Moreno, and Diekema, 2013; Tufekci, 2014a). More specifically,
the demographics of social media platforms (re)produce power imbalances and
potentially introduce biases (González-Bailón, Wang, Rivero, Borge-Holthoefer,
and Moreno, 2014; Mislove, Lehmann, Ahn, Onnela, and Rosenquist, 2011;
Tufekci, 2014a). The relationship between culture and usage of platforms is
complex (Greenwood, Perrin, and Duggan, 2016; Souza et al., 2015) and access is
not only stratified by gender, but also by location, class and race (Murthy, 2008).
For instance, Instagram’s user base is estimated to consist of 62% females and
38% males, they tend to be young (median ages 18 and 23 respectively), and not
everyone uses the platform in the same way (González-Bailón, Wang, Rivero, et
al., 2014; Tufekci, 2014a). Similarly, not all users are equally likely to disclose their
location (Rainie, Kiesler, and Madden, 2013). This is particularly true for activists
engaged in contentious politics due to risks and inequalities both external and
internal to the movement (Clark, 2014; Sobieraj, 2017).
These biases are addressed by examining multiple platforms and hashtags
and assessed carefully in each of the empirical studies. Extensive fieldwork plus
familiarity with the field helped to make sense of individuals’ experiences and
validating findings obtained through computational methods. The terms of service
stipulating data use and user consent were adhered to for both Twitter (Twitter
Inc., 2014) and Instagram (Instagram, 2013) at the time of data collection. User
data was stored and encrypted on privately owned servers for educational and
analytical purposes in the public interest (Moreno et al., 2013), without storing
media files. In specific cases, these were later retrieved, making sure no files were
included that users did not wish to display publicly. It cannot be assumed that
users are aware that their activity online might be used for research (Moreno et
al., 2013). To address this concern, no identifiable information is reported, and I
contacted specific individuals requesting permission to publish their photography.
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Information about specific activist locations or groups is not provided, reporting
only aggregate geographical analyses.

1

A Note on Terminology
Situated in the literature on social movements, I focus on the influence of digital
technology on the development of ‘digitally networked movements’. As defined in
detail in Chapter 2, I seek not to conflate online interactions with social movements
more generally, based on the awareness that digital networks form only part of
what constitutes social movements. I adopt the (unhyphenated) term digitally
networked movement (Bennett and Segerberg, 2012), and digitally networked
grassroots (cf. Salvio, 2017, p. 82), rather than the more commonly used concepts
of digitally mediated or digitally-enabled movements, to emphasize my focus on
communities and the relational aspects of social media in movements (Beraldo,
2017; Earl and Kimport, 2011; Gaved, 2011; Milan, 2015b; Tufekci, 2014b). To refer
to the relational dynamic of social movement activity diffusing between levels,
Tarrow and others suggest the concept “scale shift” (Della Porta, 2005; Soule, 2013;
Tarrow, 2005; Tarrow and McAdam, 2005). To avoid confusion with deterministic
notions of scaling in networks (Barabasi and Albert, 1999; West, 2017), I adopt
the term ‘scaling up’ to refer to the relational dynamic of social movement activity
shifting between local communities.
Throughout this dissertation, I focus on two examples of digitally networked
movements. I adopt the name ‘immigrant rights movement’ to describe the
complex field of immigrant rights advocacy in the United States (Bloemraad and
Voss, 2019), as described in more detail in Chapter 4. This movement includes
a wide variety of individuals, organizations, institutions and other players large
and small (Duyvendak and Jasper, 2015b). Featured prominently in this project
are the Dreamers, a subset of undocumented youth activists deriving their name
from the DREAM act: the ‘Development, Relief and Education for Alien Minors
Act’ (Fiorito and Nicholls, 2016; Gnes, 2018; Nicholls, 2013). The Not 1 More
campaign, and the accompanying hashtag #not1more, is an example of digitally
networked action undertaken by a coalition of players that are part of the broader
immigrant rights movement.
Despite overlaps, the Movement for Black Lives (M4BL) is not synonymous
with Black Lives Matter (BLM), nor #blacklivesmatter (Freelon, McIlwain, et al.,
2016; Weddington, 2018). The Movement for Black Lives is a coalition of “more
than 50 organizations representing thousands of Black people from across the
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country” (The Movement for Black Lives, 2019). One of those organizations
is the Black Lives Matter Global Network, (Black Lives Matter, for short), a
“chapter-based, member-led organization whose mission is to build local power
and to intervene in violence inflicted on Black communities by the state and
vigilantes” (Black Lives Matter, 2019). This network was predated by the hashtag
#blacklivesmatter, the origins of which are explored in detail in Chapter 9. I think
of the Movement for Black Lives as closest to my definition of a social movement
as discussed in Chapter 2, signifying the complex field of anti-racism advocacy.
Black Lives Matter features prominently throughout this dissertation as one social
movement organization, which has more in common with “traditional advocacy
institutions like the NAACP than with porous, digital-first activist networks like
Anonymous” (Freelon, McIlwain, et al., 2016). I refer to digital networks with the
shorthand #blacklivesmatter, as one among many interrelated hashtags such as
#ferguson, #icantbreathe, and #sayhername (Bonilla and Rosa, 2015; Ince, Rojas,
and Davis, 2017).
Please note that chapters published as a journal article adopt the style and
spelling prescribed by that journal, while American English is adopted throughout
the rest of this dissertation.

Structure of the Dissertation
This dissertation has three interrelated parts: about scaling, leadership, and
methods. The first two chapters lay out the research design. Having introduced the
research puzzle in this introduction, Chapter 2 details my theoretical approach,
which is based on a combination of relevant bodies of literatures.
Part I empirically examines the relational dynamics of scaling up digitally
networked movements. Chapter 3 provides an empirical analysis of the development
of digitally networked action, arguing that online interactions are configured by
proximity. Drawing on Twitter data, it describes the spatio-temporal network
patterns at the foundation of scaling up #not1more. This helps to understand
how protest online is rooted in local communities, either based on geographic
proximity or shared interests. Chapter 4 draws on qualitative data to describe how
local immigrant rights struggles scaled up to a national social movement. This
contextualization helps to clarify the role of digital networking, particularly by
the Dreamers, as part of the broader organizational field of immigration rights
struggles in the United States. Deliberate and strategic efforts at networking
preceded the rise of the #not1more campaign. This helps to understand the context

28

58807 Sander van Haperen.indd 28

12-10-19 11:58

INTRODUCTION

within which activists succeeded in creating connections between a variety of
communities. Chapter 5 examines how emotions are mediated between different
communities. Randall Collins’ framework of Interaction Ritual Chains provides
a compelling account how emotions are shared in social movements, but he is
skeptical about entrainment in the absence of physical co-presence. Yet, the digitally
networked Movement for Black Lives was sparked when events in Ferguson caused
outrage and hope in communities around the world. Thus, the scaling process
of #blacklivesmatter raises questions whether, and how, the transmission of
emotions between different communities is possible online. This chapter pioneers
a semi-supervised image recognition method, drawing upon data collected from
Instagram. Chapter 6 examines the scaling up of opposition to #blacklivesmatter.
It examines how relational structures among opponents develop. In doing so, the
chapter extends the logic of connective action, as formulated originally by Bennett
and Segerberg (2012), revealing two contrasting logics for organizing and how
these are rooted in distinct geographies. The activists operate from within specific
milieus and arenas, using digital networking to connect within and among such
environments. By contrast, their opponents organized as a swarm, a logic that
does not rely on local community. Operating from scattered locations that are
isolated from activist arenas and milieus, the swarm exploits digital networking to
converge on specific targets for brief and intense moments of connective action.
Part II empirically examines the relational dynamics of leadership in digitally
networked movements. Chapter 7 considers the leadership of Dreamers in
strategically determining the debates between reformist and more radical branches
of the immigrant rights movement. By combining a range of data sources, the
chapter highlights how online leadership relies on relations formed in specific
places over extended periods of time, being embedded in local communities.
Chapter 8 focuses on the burdens of digitally enabled leadership and the formation
of (unlikely) coalitions in the immigration rights movement in the United States.
It draws upon a hybrid approach that combines qualitative and quantitative data
to explain the trajectories of the Dreamers in terms of distinction and stigma. This
serves to highlight how digital networks develop as part of complex organizational
fields, and, how networked leadership can (re)produce inequalities among the
communities in which it is embedded. Following up on this, Chapter 9 provides a
detailed context of digitally networked leadership in Black Lives Matter. Starting
with events a few years before the hashtag was introduced, the chapter traces the
trajectories of several key leaders and their networks. Their stories are interwoven in
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a way that highlights two distinct, yet complementary perspectives on leadership in
digitally networked movements. I argue that these perspectives stem from specific
traditions, to show how leadership practices in digitally networked movements are
shaped by, while shaping, the communities in which they are embedded. Chapter
10 examines how online leadership (re)produces inequalities in Black Lives
Matter. Leadership in digital networks is conceptualized relationally in terms of
prominence, and measured as concentration and consolidation of attention with
statistical models. This approach reveals strong concentrations of prominence
among select leaders, and little evidence of consolidation from all but the most
prominent leaders. A select few leaders consistently receive disproportionate
attention, which explains the sustained attention for the movement in highly
volatile attention spaces on social media. Methodologically, the chapter raises
questions about the methods of fitting power law distributions to network data:
the volatility of the measurement over time is demonstrated, as well as its limited
applicability to making claims about networks in their entirety. Theoretically, the
chapter helps to understand how dynamics on social media can induce inequality
in social movements.
Part III concludes the research by describing the contributions this study
makes to the literatures on social movements and computational social science.
Chapter 11 formulates the work’s methodological contribution based on a critical
reflection on computational methods. It focuses on power laws as a specific and
widely employed measure of networks. Many design decisions involved in the
method’s implementation, although seemingly trivial and often opaque, have a
large impact on interpretation of its results. I argue that the identified technical
and epistemological challenges extend to computational social sciences more
generally. Finally, Chapter 12 concludes with contributions to the literature
on social movements, summarizing the interrelated themes of scaling up and
leadership. From both the methodological and theoretical contributions emerge
suggested avenues for further research.
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What are social movements, and what is the role of social media in how they
develop? This chapter discusses relevant theories, defining the concepts used in
the research study. First, it establishes an understanding of basic concepts. Next,
the development of social movements is discussed in terms of relational dynamics,
focusing on scaling up and leadership. In order to do so, the chapter draws
primarily upon literature on social movements, complemented with insights from
network theory.

Establishing Basic Concepts
Social Movements, Collective Action, Protest
The main topic of this dissertation is the development of social movements. As
far back as Aristotle, basic elements of political communities have been laid out:
Now all forms of community are like parts of the political community; for
men journey together with a view to some particular advantage, and to
provide something that they need for the purposes of life; and it is for the
sake of advantage that the political community too seems both to have come
together originally and to endure (Aristotle as cited in Ross, 1999, p. 137)

Similarly, in general terms, social movements can be understood as groups of people
organizing together for particular interests or aims, as part of some larger community,
with something that binds groups together. Over the years, scholars have refined
understanding of how social movements develop. In this chapter, the following
paradigms from that literature will be discussed: resource mobilization, political
opportunities, collective identities, and networks. As a formal definition of social
movements I adopt, for reasons discussed below, “networks of informal interactions
among a plurality of individuals, groups and/or organizations, engaged in political
or cultural conflicts, on the basis of shared collective identities.” (Diani, 1992, p. 13).
At their most basic, social movements are social: people acting together. As a
concept, they are closely related to ‘collective action,’ i.e., a group of people working
together to achieve a common goal. This utilitarian notion of collective action
simultaneously emphasizes agency, as well as the collective outcomes of individual
rationality, seminally formulated as prisoners dilemma’s and freeriding problems
(Olson, 1965). As a paradigm for social movements, the notion most strongly
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emphasizes ‘grievances’ (Smelser, 1962; Turner and Killian, 1987). The addition of
‘movement’ serves to demarcate isolated, private dealings from collective action
that engages society broadly.
There is, however, more to collective action than strict utilitarian rationality.
Protest is of specific interest to this research project, emphasized in the definition
above as “engaged in political or cultural conflicts.” (Diani, 1992, p. 13).
Movements may well have cultural rather than political aims, a dichotomy less
relevant to the purposes of this research project than the understanding that social
movements engage in collective action to effectuate change in society, and as such
are contentious. A distinction between formal and informal interactions serves to
explicitly include participation outside institutionalized democratic channels (e.g.,
voting or legal action) to achieve political aims. While such strategies can certainly
be part of a movement’s repertoire, the focus lies in collective action outside of
formal institutions.
By interacting, people engage in relations, which together form networks. The
above definition captures this by emphasizing a network of “individuals, groups
and/or organizations.” The addition of a plurality of types of actors serves to capture
the notion that networks are organized as clusters of relations among a range of
societal actors, a variety of “players” operating within “arenas” (Duyvendak and
Jasper, 2015b). The question as to how exactly such networks develop bears the
brunt of my empirical inquiry. This is engaged with by using the concept of
“waves of contention” to leave open-ended the possibility that digitally networked
movements (defined below) are less connected than the term “networks” suggests.
I adopt a relational understanding of waves of contention: a process involving
subjective actors who act collectively and contentiously, engaging in relations with
each other, as well as third parties and opponents (Snow and Benford 1999; cf.
Tarrow and McAdam 2005: 123).
Social movements consist of networks of relations, constituted by varying
groups situated within specific contexts. To understand the development of
movements, we must ask how the subgroups of networks come to align or conflict
with one another (Crossley, 2010a; Duyvendak and Jasper, 2015b; Fligstein and
McAdam, 2012; Uitermark, 2010). Bourdieu points out the inherent differences
in degrees of “symbolic capital and political power” (1984, 1991). For instance,
why would members of a relatively privileged group risk their position by
forming coalitions with less powerful or even stigmatized groups within a single
movement? A privileged group may have more symbolic (the ability to shape
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discourse) or political (such as economic resources or legitimacy) capital, allowing
it greater influence on the development of a movement (cf. Bourdieu, 1991). While
this may put it at odds with other subgroups, it is in a stronger position than less
privileged subgroups to compete for capital, alliances, and public support. The
resulting dynamics further reiterate and fortify existing distinctions among
groups. Understanding the development of networked movements thus invites us
to research how groups unite operate as part of broader fields (Bail, 2014; Bourdieu
and Wacquant, 1992; Fligstein and McAdam, 2012).
This relational point of view allows us to understand social movements in
terms of figurations (Dunning, 2004; Elias, 2000; van Krieken, 2001). The process
whereby interactions among people shape and are shaped by shared social
constructs develops over time. This suggests that social movements expand as
aligned groups develop a shared understanding, leading individuals to unite in
collective action (Koopmans and Statham, 1999; McAdam and Boudet, 2012;
McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly, 2001; Tarrow, 2010; Uitermark, 2013). Accordingly,
my assumption is that waves of contention emerge from series of conflict events,
which are connected through relations among actors. These relations can be
studied by means of network analysis, in order to trace the relations among
different figurations within and among conflict events.

Digital Networking
How digital tools play into the development of social movements can be
conceptualized in terms of “digitally networked action” (Bennett and Segerberg,
2012; Segerberg and Bennett, 2011). This concept draws a distinction between the
traditional logic of collective action (Olson, 1965) and the logic of connective action
(Bennett and Segerberg, 2012). Proponents of the logic of collective action analyze
action as the unified outcome of resource concentrations, structural features, or the
formation of collective identities. Accordingly, they conceptualize collective action
frames as an alignment of meaning structures such as experiences (Benford and
Snow 2000: 623), or claims about injustice, agency, and identity (Gamson, 1995). By
contrast, the logic of connective action emphasizes the sharing of personal action
frames on digital media networks and does not presuppose frame alignment.
Against a backdrop of increasingly fragmented and individualized societies,
political engagement is increasingly organized around personal action frames:
individualized orientations that are expressions “of personal hopes, lifestyles, and
grievances,” rather than collective action frames, which are expressions of “social
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group identity, membership, or ideology” (Bennett and Segerberg, 2012, pp. 743–
744; cf. Duyvendak and Jasper, 2015a). This suggests that, more than previously,
social media enable fast and far-reaching transmissions of individual expression
without requiring the adoption of unifying collective action frames. Connective
action thus calls attention to the aggregation of diverse expressions of identity,
rather than aligned meaning structures or an overarching collective identity. To
emphasize that the development of social movements have become intricately
interwoven with social media, I use as a shorthand throughout this dissertation:
digitally networked movements.

2

Social Media
Part of the infrastructure through which social movement activists can network
digitally consists of social media. I adopt the following as a formal definition of
social media: “a group of Internet-based applications that build on the ideological
and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and exchange
of user-generated content.” (Kaplan and Haenlein 2010: 61). In contrast to similar
and more straightforward definitions, I deliberately adopt a definition that includes
the concepts Web 2.0 and user-generated content (UGC) (cf. Margetts et al. 2015:
5). Although quickly eclipsed colloquially by the concept of social media, the two
are distinct, but often conflated, elements of the internet as it historically developed
and the egalitarian ethos at its roots (Lovink, 2002; Zandbergen, 2011). The term
Web 2.0 came into widespread use in 2004, referring to a shift from centralized and
individualized publication of content to the collaborative production and sharing
of content among users (O’Reilly, 2007). This, to a large extent, has determined the
technical design of social media platforms, which are built in ways to facilitate the
sharing of content (cf. Evans, Pearce, Vitak, and Treem, 2017; Uitermark, 2014).
Although semantic distinctions between Web 1.0, 2.0, and 3.0 are not necessarily
useful to understand activist practices (Barassi and Treré, 2012), this working
definition draws attention to the uses of web technology and the distinction
between, for instance, personal websites as typical of Web 1.0 and wikis and profile
sites such as Instagram and Facebook as typical of Web 2.0. User-generated content
refers to information that is the result of creative efforts from end-users, which is
publicly available (OECD, 2007; Papacharissi, 2002). Inclusion of this term in the
definition allows for the distinction between private conversations, such as direct
messaging or e-mail, and professional content, such as journalism. Moreover, it
highlights the logic of connective action with its focus on personal action frames
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in combination with the constitution of networks, based on a commons-based
form of self-motivated production. “In place of content that is distributed and
relationships that are brokered by hierarchical organizations, social networking
involves co-production and co-distribution, revealing a different economic and
psychological logic: co-production and sharing based on personalized expression”
(Bennett and Segerberg 2012: 752). Self-expression and recognition thus motivate
content generation, making clear that it is an inherently relational act (Benkler,
2006).
Together, the concepts Web 2.0 and UGC suitably describe the technical, as
well as ideological, facets of social media as a communication technology. Social
media can be understood as the infrastructure that allows for digital networking,
akin to Shifman’s notion of “express paths” as the platforms that accommodate the
diffusion of memes (Shifman, 2013). Accordingly, as a shorthand, I use the term
social media to refer to platforms like Twitter and Instagram.
Hashtags are key to such express paths, and a defining element of social
media platforms. First created for Twitter by Chris Messina in 2007 to allow people
to organize conversations, the “#” symbol was easy to use on mobile devices as a
way to index topics when added to any word, allowing others to browse for topics
that interest them, without having to rely on moderators. “I was inspired by what
I saw in open-source software development and wanted to encourage ‘forking,’ or
the ability to express a divergent opinion on how things should be without getting
prior permission.” (Couts, 2015).
In recent years, social movements leveraged this easy way to create and
organize conversations, in ways that became, sometimes dismissively, labeled as
“hashtag activism” (Augenbraun, 2011; Freelon, McIlwain, et al., 2016; Jackson
and Foucault Welles, 2015; Morozov, 2009). Social media, as communication
technologies, have ostensibly changed the development of social movements
(Benkler, 2006; Bennett, 2003; Castells, 2000; Mundt, Ross, and Burnett, 2018).
“Social media have become a fact of life for civil society worldwide” (Shirky
2011: 28), evoking notions of a public sphere, a global civil society united by
communication technology (Habermas, Lennox, and Lennox, 1974; Olesen,
2005). Inspired by prior studies on the intersection of social media and protests
(e.g., Borge-Holthoefer et al. 2011; Freelon, McIlwain, and Clark 2016; GonzálezBailón and Wang 2015; Howard et al. 2011; Milan 2015a; Tufekci 2017), the current
research project focuses on the role of these communication technologies in the
development of social movements.
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Digital Dualism, Traditional Media
The concept of social media is commonly used in conjunction with an assumed
form of digital dualism that often remains implicit, but is important nevertheless
to discuss. Digital dualism refers to a supposed distinction between that which is
digital and that which is not, as if they were separate realms. There are two reasons
to question this assumption.
First, it is analytically problematic to delineate ‘old’ and ‘new’ media, because
new communication technologies are introduced incrementally. Digital media have
become intricately intertwined with existing practices and institutions, rather than
replacing them. Print media, such as newspapers, for instance, have increasingly
come to rely on digitalization, and, producing and broadcasting television are
thoroughly digitized (Brock, 2013; Thompson, 1995). The relationship between
protest and media was already complex before the advent of social media (Aday,
Farrell, Lynch, Sides, & Freelon, 2012; Chadwick and Dennis, 2016; Lovink,
2002). To indicate this interwoven nature, I adopt the term “traditional media” (in
contrast with the definition of social media given above) as: the infrastructure that
allows for the publication of information that is not collaboratively user generated.
For practical purposes “traditional media” thus indicate platforms dedicated to
professional journalism, whether in print or digital form.
Second, digital dualism as a demarcation between online and offline is
often conflated with a dichotomous “real” or “virtual” (Diani, 2000). In my
understanding, online refers to actions taken through the technological means of
digital networks, and offline refers to actions that do not occur digitally. These are
interdependent spaces with a double character: both communicating meanings
and simultaneously shaping them (Geertz, 1993; Sewell, 1997). Online actions can
have offline repercussions, and vice versa, shaping social realities. Rather, since
social and traditional media both indicate specific communicative infrastructures,
the key distinction for me concerns the question of power in the social construction
of reality (Berger and Luckmann, 1966). The contrasting definitions of social and
traditional media invite us to consider how “different social forces have varying
degrees of power over what comes to count as everyday reality” (Couldry and
Hepp 2017: 26, emphasis in original). In that vein, my working assumption is that
media traditionally have been focused more on the publication of information
about the social, and that social media constitute for people the “spaces where,
through communication, they enact the social” (Couldry and Hepp 2017: 2).
This not only raises questions about access to the production, distribution, and
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consumption of content using technology, it also raises questions about how social
media change the way we understand the world and act within it (Milan and van
der Velden, 2016).

The Affordances of Social Media
To understand the role of social media, we need to consider how people use these
infrastructures, to pose the question as to what technology allows people to do.
Social media provide affordances, which are leveraged for digital networking.
These affordances are defined here as “possibilities for action” that arise “between
an object/technology and the user that enables or constrains potential behavioral
outcomes in a particular context” (Evans, Pearce, Vitak, and Treem, 2017, p. 36).
Leveraging any specific social medium thus introduces constraints and options
unique to the platform. For instance, the affordances of Twitter are different from
those of Facebook. Twitter is designed to facilitate public sharing of user-generated
content, providing the affordance of visibility. This serves to enable the expression of
personal action frames: easy creation and sharing ideas and orientations pertinent
to a social movement, by reducing informational transaction costs (Coiera, 2000),
creating common ground, and maintaining relationships (cf. Evans, Pearce, Vitak,
and Treem, 2017; Vitak, 2014). Action frames created and broadcast on Twitter
can in turn be adapted and rebroadcast easily throughout increasingly fartherreaching personal networks. Engagement in the form of creating and sharing
personalized content thus enables “coordinated adjustments and rapid action
aimed at often shifting political targets, even crossing geographical and temporal
boundaries in the process” (Bennett and Segerberg 2012: 753). This engagement
is “motivated by the potential of personally expressive politics animated by social
networks where information and action tend to be integrated and authenticated
in trusted peer-to-peer relationships that promote engagement” (Bennett, Freelon,
and Wells 2010: 128). Going further, Stefania Milan suggests that social media
not only serve as channels for the representation of identity, but actively shape
collective identities (Milan, 2015a). Engagement with social movements through
personalized networks facilitates the scaling up of movements as the diffusion of
action frames inspires others to take action or to adopt shared understandings.
Engaging in digitally networked action, activists in one location can use Twitter to
create and share content with little effort, spreading action frames far and wide at
a quick rate so that others elsewhere may pick them up.
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Key Dynamics of Social Movement Development
To clarify the roles of social media in social movements, I will discuss two key
relational dynamics: scaling up and leadership. The following sections first discuss
the existing body of literature with regards to both, before taking into consideration
the role of digital networking.

2

Scaling Up: Transcending Location and Resource Mobilization
The ways in which social movements develop beyond the confines of specific
localities is a long-standing question in social movement literature: how do
contentious episodes “spread beyond the setting in which they first developed?”
(Tarrow and McAdam 2005: 126). This question is understood as scale shift:
“collective action at a different level than where it began” (Tarrow, 2005, p. 32). The
challenge is to understand how “People all over the world have been inspired by
the Black freedom movement to forge activist movements addressing oppressive
conditions in their own countries” (Davis, 2016, p. 90). The notion of the grassroots
is one common answer to this question (Della Porta and Tarrow, 2005; Lewis, Gray,
and Meierhenrich, 2014; McAdam, Tarrow, et al., 1996; Routledge, 2003). This
suggests that close-knit, local communities interact with similar communities in
other locations, allowing social movements to extend beyond local communities,
to scale up to form large scale movements. The notion of grassroots movements
remains an elementary hallmark of the literature on social movements, both as a
normative ideal and historically as empirical focus (Chong, 1991; Della Porta and
Tarrow, 2005; McAdam et al., 2001). Over the years, the question of scaling up
has been addressed from various perspectives focusing on transcending locales
through resource mobilization, political opportunity structures, and identity.
First, mobilization of resources is essential to scaling up social movements.
Because resource needs to organize movements can be high, social movement
organizations (SMOs) benefit from economies of scale: the advantages gained
by the concentration of resources on otherwise prohibitive organizational costs
(McCarthy and Zald, 1977; Staggenborg, 1988; Walker, 2014). The March on
Washington in 1963, for instance, involved staggering logistical organization,
from the 30,000 sandwiches prepared by women behind the scenes, to the audio
installation necessary for broadcasting the now-famous “I Have A Dream” speech
(King, 2003; LogistiKHD, 2013; Payne, 1995). Master planner Bayard Rustin
insisted on the best audio equipment available on the market at the time. While
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the price was considered exorbitant by the leadership and represented a substantial
share of the budget for the march, Rustin realized with historical foresight the
importance of making the speeches heard in the best way possible (Tufekci 2017:
67). Such logistical needs necessitate amassing financial, political, and discursive
resources, as well as the professional management of those resources, or the costs of
organizing would otherwise overwhelm small scale organizations (Bennett, 2005;
Clark and Heath, 2015; Nicholls, 2009; Routledge, 2003). These accumulations are
rooted in specific locations, given the availability of resources (Jessop, 2002; Storper,
1997). Cities, in particular, provide incubation spaces for social movements with a
prior accumulation of capital, infrastructure, and the availability of diverse views
(Nicholls, 2008). As a result, contention is “likely to grow large and be sustained in
cities and especially in cultural, economic and political capitals” (Uitermark, 2013:
15). This makes scaling up challenging, because, although loose links of solidarity
may develop among geographically distant activists, they are less likely to invest
scarce resources, resulting in “partial commitments, verbal compromises, and
organizational drift from one issue to another as priorities and agendas change”
(Tarrow and McAdam 2005: 146). The need to accumulate resources thus makes
it exceedingly difficult for social movements to scale up beyond the confines of
specific locations.
Digital networking potentially alleviates the difficulty of mobilizing resources,
both by enabling more efficient resource allocation and reducing coordination
costs (Benkler, 2006). Examples of this potential alleviation from other domains
include the sharing economy and the disruptive business models of companies
such as Airbnb and Uber, illustrating how efficient coordination and resource
allocation obviates the need for a concentration of resources. In similar vein,
digital networking allows social movements to more efficiently share and allocate
resources along distributed chains (Breuer, Landman, and Farquhar, 2015).
Many scholars point out that the coordination of massive groups has become
less dependent on hierarchical control, as “larger, looser groups can now take on
some kinds of coordinated action, such as protest movements and public media
campaigns, that were previously reserved for formal organizations” (Shirky 2011:
35). As a result, coordination is less of a confining factor to the scaling up of social
movements. In the Occupy movement, for example, local camps used digital
networks to coordinate resource allocation, allowing camps to communicate
and provide, where necessary, resources such as tent equipment, cooking gear,
or technical skills (Lovink, 2008). Rather than a single overarching headquarters
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charged with resource allocation, each camp autonomously coordinated with other
camps (cf. Uitermark, 2015). Digital networking relies less on “the transmission
channels of the pre-digital environment, characterised by high costs of entry and
a difficulty in accessing large audiences, necessitated formalisation of some kind”
(Peters 2015: 85). By contrast, Peters suggests that scaling is achieved in digitally
networked movements through many-to-many forms of communication, which
allows for broad public appeal with diminished needs for the concentration of
resources.

2

Scaling Up: Transcending Political Opportunity Structures
A second aspect of scaling up processes to consider are political opportunity
structures. These are the institutional factors facilitating or impeding collective
action, used to elucidate why similar movements in different settings take varying
courses (Goodwin, 2001; Kriesi, Koopmans, Duyvendak, and Giugni, 2015).
Eisinger states, “The manner in which individuals and groups in the political
system behave, then, is not simply a function of the resources they command but
of the openings, weak spots, barriers, and resources of the political system itself.”
(1972: 2). This includes such qualities as the relative openness of a political system,
the stability of elites and alignments with them, and the state’s propensity for
repression (McAdam, McCarthy, and Zald, 1996). Political opportunity structures
are strongly rooted in geography because the specificity of locations offers unique
institutional settings (Kitschelt, 1986; McAdam, 1982a; McAdam et al., 2001;
Meyer, 2012; Meyer and Minkoff, 2004). The reasoning is that these settings matter
to the scaling up of social movements because “collective action spreads across
countries to the extent that (national) political opportunities are present in the
country which are taking up the stimulus from abroad.” (Kriesi et al. 2015: xxv).
Digital networking potentially provides new avenues for transcending the
confines of local opportunity structures. Recent scholarship has conceptually
nuanced understandings of institutional settings, teaching us that it is exceptionally
difficult to delimit arenas (Duyvendak and Jasper, 2015b; Rainie and Wellman, 2012;
Uitermark, 2013). Rather than clearly demarcated actors within stable settings,
social movements and opportunity structures are marked by contradiction and
multiplicity (Fligstein and McAdam, 2012; Goldstone, 2015). To understand the
development of social movements, then, “we need to focus more on seeing how
state, movement, and social groups and actors overlap and forge relationships,
how those relationships shift, and how the arenas and institutions in which they
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are working shape and constrain their choices and actions.” (Goldstone 2015:
236). Digital networking catalyzes relationships across overlapping arenas. The
reasoning here is one of variation and selection. Rather than engaging in the topdown assignment of tasks within a single setting, grassroots activists have access
through digital networking to a wide variety of information from which to select
which they can then adapt to their specific circumstances. It is not only easier
for them to reach potential elite allies beyond their immediate locales, instances
of say, police brutality, are also easily broadcast through social media, reducing
local authorities’ “propensity for repression” (cf. McAdam, McCarthy, et al., 1996;
Tufekci, 2017). Thus, digital networking opens up political opportunities beyond
the confines of the local.
As an example of how digital networking transcends local opportunity
structures, consider the ways in which immigrant rights struggles successfully
strategize where and when to spearhead legal action, the lessons from which are
subsequently made use of in other states (Nicholls and Uitermark, 2017, 2018).
Another example may be found in the way that the Dreamers have innovated a
variety of tactical repertoires. Local groups of Dreamers all over the U.S. employ a
wide variety of tactics. One of these consisted of a local group of Dream activists who,
adopting a classic direct-action tactic (Crimethinc., 2006), successfully blockaded
the entrance to the Hartford courthouse by locking themselves to concrete-filled
barrels and to each other with lock boxes (Revolutionary Abolitionist Movement,
2018). Blockading bottleneck points in the deportation apparatus has proved an
effective disruptive tactic. Reports of the action were shared online, with images
of activists locked arm in arm. From among a variety of tactics, blockading
became visible as effective and was selected by other groups elsewhere. Recurring
elements were the lock boxes, slogans, and symbols. However, in adapting to local
circumstances, the tactic was improved and innovated upon. Other bottlenecks
were targeted, such as detention centers and deportation buses. These turned out
to be even more successful in generating attention for and awareness of the cause.
In this example, we see how digital networking can turn the constraints of local
circumstances into an advantage: unique settings generate a wide variety of ideas
(or tactics), from which activists can then select for subsequent local adaptation.

Social Movements and Scaling: Transcending Location and Identities
Third, questions of identity are essential to the dynamics of scaling up social
movements (Della Porta and Tarrow, 2005; Melucci, 1996; Tarrow, 2005). To

44

58807 Sander van Haperen.indd 44

12-10-19 11:58

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

bring together a plurality of actors in collective action, some form of shared
identification is necessary (Benford and Snow, 2000; Gamson, 1995; Melucci,
1980). An essentially contested concept in the literature, I adopt the following
as a preliminary working definition of collective identity: “a set of opinions and
beliefs in a population which represents preferences for changing some elements
of the social structure and/or reward distribution of a society” (McCarthy and
Zald 1977: 1217). The process of identification allows for relational (or direct)
scaling up. Tarrow and McAdam identify three pathways along which this occurs:
indirectly through non-relational diffusion, directly through existing relations,
and by brokerage of previously unconnected groups (Tarrow and McAdam 2005:
127). They, and others, also suggest scale shift involves identity shifts: “an alteration
in shared definitions of a boundary between two political actors and of relations
across that boundary” (Della Porta, 2005; O’Brien and Li, 1996; Tarrow, 2005, p.
122). Setting aside for the moment indirect diffusion through mass media such as
television, brokerage is of most relevance to the current study, as relying strictly
on preexisting relations would result in severely confined movements. Tarrow and
McAdam suggest that both relational diffusion and brokerage operate through the
attribution of similarity and subsequent emulation (Tarrow and McAdam 2005:
128). In this sense, scaling up is a matter of shared claims: “actors in different sites
identifying themselves as sufficiently similar to justify common action” (Tarrow
and McAdam 2005: 128). People do not simply adopt observed behaviors, ideas,
actions, or discourses unless identities are in some way aligned (Benford and Snow,
2000; Emirbayer and Goodwin, 1996; Gamson, 1995). Inspired by the diffusion
of innovation, this suggests that scaling up relies on homophily and preexisting
social relations (McAdam and Rucht, 1993; Rogers, 2003; Soule, 2013; Strang
and Meyer, 1993). The interrelatedness of identity and geography is an important
factor to the scaling up of social movements because social relations are to a
large extent organized by proximity (Baldassarri and Bearman, 2007; Feld, 1981).
Relations tend to develop among those who are nearby and similar to one another,
whether due to homophily or mutual influence. For instance, it is common for
neighborhoods to develop local scenes based on a shared sense of identity among
residents (Duyvendak and Jasper, 2015a; Nicholls and Uitermark, 2017; Storper,
1997). Moreover, cities in particular offer not only the highly symbolic halls of
power made visible, but also the availability of divergent groups and of specialists
with skills (Lefebvre, 1976; cf. Lipsky, 1968; Nicholls and Uitermark, 2017;
Routledge, 2010).
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At the same time, the concentration of activist scenes in particular areas may
make scaling up social movements more difficult, if engagement remains limited
to these areas. Tarrow and McAdam show that movements relying primarily on
relational diffusion suffer from restricted size and narrower geographic scaling,
“because such movements rarely transcend the typically segmented lines of
interaction that characterize most of social life” (2005: 128). In other words,
because proximity organizes social relations, scaling up relies on means for
transcending proximity.
Digital networking potentially allows us to find and connect to like-minded
people beyond immediate locales (Kavada, 2015; Stefanidis, Cotnoir, Croitoru,
Crooks, and Rice, 2013). Essentially, collective identity results from a “network of
active relationships between actors” (Melucci 1996: 71). Thus, digital networking
facilitates scaling up by brokering and reinforcing relations among otherwise
unconnected groups, bringing them into the movement fold: “they continuously
activate the relationships that maintain collective identity and joint action” (Milan
2015a: 893). At the same time, online networks on social media closely mirror
the relationships we foster offline (Beneito-Montagut, 2015; Dunbar, Arnaboldi,
Conti, and Passarella, 2015; Papacharissi, 2002). Indeed, social media may even
provide “a vehicle for the creation of new forms of proximity” (Gerbaudo 2012:
13).
As any collective identification depends upon the attribution of similarity,
emotions are central to understanding the scaling up of social movements
(Aminzade and McAdam, 2002; Goodwin et al., 2009; Jasper, 2011; Tarrow and
McAdam, 2005). Randall Collins suggests sustaining and scaling up movements
depends upon interaction ritual chains in which symbols are charged with
emotional energy, to produce forms of collective effervescence (Collins, 2001,
2004; cf. Durkheim, 1912). Successful interactions, he shows, rely on four ritual
ingredients: barriers to outsiders, a shared focus of attention, a common mood,
and physical co-presence. This raises the question whether and how emotions
are mediated through digital networking, in the absence of physical co-presence.
Indeed, Collins himself notes that is the question he is most often asked about
interaction rituals (IRs): “whether new electronic media are changing the
conditions for IRs” (Collins, 2011). It has been demonstrated that traditional
media frames can have a strong emotional influence (Bail, 2012; Van Klingeren,
Boomgaarden, Vliegenthart, and De Vreese, 2015). If emotions can be successfully
mediated through social media, this would provide enormous potential for
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social movements to reach like-minded people in many locations at once to
forge “networks of outrage and hope” (Castells, 2012; cf. Bail, 2016). How digital
networking plays into the dynamics of scaling up movements will be the focus of
Chapters 3, 4, 5, and 6.
To summarize, the question of scaling up remains relevant to today’s
movements that seek to amass support and increase their capacity to effectuate
change in national or transnational politics (McAdam et al., 2001; Tarrow and
McAdam, 2005; Tufekci, 2017). The above has outlined the challenges of scaling
up social movements in terms of resources, political opportunity structures,
and identity, revealing how geography is a key organizing factor for each. This
invites us to analyze how digital networking provides affordances to transcend the
confines of a specific location (Ayres, 1999; Bonilla and Rosa, 2015; Mislán and
Dache-Gerbino, 2018).

2

Leadership in Digitally Networked Movements
A second key relational dynamic in the development of social movements concerns
leadership. Increasingly, the literature pays attention to digitally enabled forms of
leadership, since for scholars and activists alike, social media renews aspirations
of decentralized leadership (Bennett and Segerberg, 2012; Castells, 2000; Centola,
2015; Conover, Ferrara, et al., 2013; Goel et al., 2012; Rane and Salem, 2012;
Tremayne, 2014). This section considers the role of digital networking in the
relational dynamics of leadership, by contrasting traditional understandings of
leadership with the dynamics of leadership online.
Traditionally, leaders have long been understood as exceptional individuals
with particular skills or attributes (Ganz, 2010; Weber, 1946; Zald and Ash,
1966). Such views of leadership seek to explain prominence by ascribing a range
of personal characteristics to leaders that allow them to inspire action or compel
others to join a movement because of their ability to articulate what a movement
represents (Gusfield, 1966; Weber, 1946). Thus, highly symbolic capital ‘prophets’
or radical militants can generate visibility during the formation of a movement;
formal representative skills and abilities to accommodate are necessary to negotiate
the process of movement formalization; administrative skills are essential during
further institutionalization (Blumer, 1969; Rothman, 1974). Tensions resulting
from these shifting leadership demands are common to all movements, which
is illustrated by the challenge of maintaining supporters acquired when shifting
modes and encountering opponents that are not militant. Such characteristics
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are commonly shared among multiple individuals. In fact, it is rare that a single
individual possesses more than a couple of these attributes (Curtis and Zurcher,
1973).
The rise of the new social movements in the 1960s and 1970s, which
were innovative in terms of employing decentralized organization, prompted
scholars to increasingly emphasize the capacity of leaders to bridge meanings,
frames, and identities in order to facilitate collective action. Leadership and
authoritative communication requires particular kinds of knowledge, for example,
of “local idioms, values, and practices” to unite diverse groups into a mass base
(Barker, Johnson, and Lavalette, 2001; Veltmeyer and Petras, 2002). Such deep
understandings of community grievances and contexts are ‘localized cultural
capital,’ while connecting across communities requires ‘universalistic cultural
capital’: the “knowledge of the values, sympathies, cultural principles and political
trends within the broader public they seek to engage,” and transcultural skills to “to
operate effectively in multiple milieus among widely differing audiences” (Nepstad
and Bob 2006: 4). These transcultural skills include speaking languages and the
ability to convey messages (Bob, 2005; Ganz, 2000). The shift to more relational
understandings of leadership developed parallel to aspirations for decentralized
leadership that have been around since at least the civil rights movement, if not
before (Juris 2005: 260). It is an aspiration well-understood today by the founders
of the hashtag #blacklivesmatter, Opal Tometi, Alicia Garza, and Patrisse Cullors:
“We create much more room for collaboration, for expansion, for building
power when we nurture movements that are full of leaders, and allow for all
of our identities to inform our work and how we organize. This then allows
for leadership to emerge from our intersecting identities, rather than to be
organized around one notion of Blackness. Because of this, we resist the urge
to consolidate our power and efforts behind one charismatic leader. When
we center the leadership of the many who exist at the margins, we learn new
things about the ways in which state sanctioned violence impacts us all”
(Tometi et al., 2015).

This notion of leader-inspired movements can be traced back to a tradition of
organizing in the Highlander Folk School of New Market, Tennessee. For his
leadership of the civil rights movement, Dr. Martin Luther King became known
as the charismatic figurehead. The emphasis on a single charismatic (and male)
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leader led to both widespread acclaim, as well as internal criticism and concern.
Ella Baker, co-founder of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SLCL)
together with King, became increasingly critical of the organization’s focus on
charismatic leadership. Educated in the same Highlander Folk School tradition
that promoted social change and emphasized community leadership (Horton,
1989), Septima Clark, whose role in the National Association for the Advancement
of Colored People (NAACP) made her an important leader and innovator in
her own right during the civil rights movement, established several Citizenship
Schools (Payne, 1995). These schools aimed to identify, develop, and foster local
community-based leadership, to provide “assurances that when the direct action is
over, every community is left with leaders qualified to continue the struggle” (King
1965: 3). Leadership in this organizing tradition is a matter of people’s power,
based on a relational understanding of leadership that empowers and is enabled
by followers of a movement (Alinsky, 1972; Alinsky, 1971; Freire and Horton,
1990). This understanding of leadership emphasizes community: leaders rely on
the power a community grants to them and their ability to understand community
concerns. From this perspective, leadership is rooted in local communities—a
perspective with undiminished resonance today.
Social media potentially enables forms of leadership strongly embedded in
communities, allowing for multiple voices to make themselves heard, in lieu of
that of a single charismatic leader. But, whether they actually do is an empirical
question warranting more research. Patrisse Cullors succinctly formulates this in
discussing the Black Lives Matter network of 26 local chapters, when she states,
“Chapters work within the communities where they live and work. They determine
their goals and the strategies that they believe will work best to help them achieve
their goals” (Moore, 2015). A sense of community is essential to online interactions
(Turkle, 1995), so much so that the internet is in fact designed to support “the
very thing that creates a community-human interaction” (Dyson, 1998, p. 250).
Mutually shared interests typically guide the search for peer groups; rather than
meeting people in your own vicinity and discovering whether your interests and
values match, in online communities “the topic is the address” (Rheingold 2000:
11). One can go directly to a forum about, for instance, computer hardware, to find
others interested in the same subject matter.
Online communities have specific features. For instance, status and prestige in
online communities are strongly tied to displays of expertise and contributions of
knowledge (Hennis and Kolfschoten, 2010; Rheingold, 2000; Ridings and Gefen,
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2004; Wellman, Salaff, Dimitrova, Gulia, and Haythornthwaite, 1996). Going
further, Beyer suggests that anonymity is conducive to the formation of such
communities and to community organizing, noting how a shift away from the
anonymous internet towards profile-centric social identities inhibits all sorts of
political action (Beyer, 2014). The idea is that anonymity allows for experimenting
beyond fixed identities, “such as gender, looks, and disabilities. People choose to
explore certain sides of their personalities (e.g., assertiveness) more extensively
online, or even invent virtual life personae different from their real life
personalities” (Bolter, 1996). This may be particularly important for historically
marginalized people constructing relatively safe spaces outside otherwise uncivil
spaces (Crossley, 2017; Taylor, 1996; Taylor and Whittier, 1992; Williams, Bryant,
and Carvell, 2019). Contrary to traditional understandings of community, online
actions can contribute to a strong sense of shared identity (Gruzd, Wellman, and
Takhteyev, 2011; Norton, 2012). The Anonymous movement adopted this as its
very moniker. “In the beginning, Anonymous was just about self-amusement, the
‘lulz,’ but somehow, over the course of the past few years, it grew up to become a
sort of self-appointed immune system for the Internet, striking back at anyone
the hive mind perceived as an enemy of freedom, online or offline. It started as
a gang of nihilists but somehow evolved into a fervent group of believers.” (cf.
Beraldo 2017; Fuchs 2015: 95; see also Uitermark 2017). At the more extreme end
of the spectrum, Anonymous provides a powerful demonstration of open-source
coordination as a political project:
Anonymous is a classic “do-ocracy,” to use a phrase that’s popular in the
open source movement. As the term implies, that means rule by sheer doing:
Individuals propose actions, others join in (or not), and then the Anonymous
flag is flown over the result. There’s no one to grant permission, no promise
of praise or credit, so every action must be its own reward. (Norton, 2012)

Social movement leaders today, unlike their civil rights era predecessors, can
leverage these digitally networked communities to elevate themselves beyond
their immediate locales:
[The innovation of Black Lives Matter] has been to marry the strengths of
social media—the swift, morally blunt consensus that can be created by
hashtags; the personal connection that a charismatic online persona can
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make with followers; the broad networks that allow for the easy distribution
of documentary photos and videos—with an effort to quickly mobilize
protests in each new city where a police shooting occurs. (Kang, 2015)

Digitally enabled leadership makes use of the broad audiences accessible through
social media and the connections among them. New means to communicate
provide the affordances through which aspirations of decentralized movements
may be fulfilled, due to the unprecedented ease of establishing and maintaining
connectivity within and among diverse communities (Huffaker, 2010; Raelin,
2005). This sort of “cloud activism […] gives voice and visibility to personalized
yet universal narratives: this hashtag-style collective narrative is flexible, real time,
and crowd controlled. It connects individual stories into a broader context that
gives them meaning.” (Milan 2015b: 6). As such, these media tools offer leaders
new forms of performing authority (Hajer, 2009).
As suggested above, online communities can be reached on the basis of
specific topics or interests, rather than through grounded locales. It is common
to assess the importance of networks in terms of social capital, forms of value
drawn from contacts with other people (Putnam, 2000). While associations
with strangers or followers on social media can be seen as superficial or easily
abandoned, in comparison to physically proximate relations, the topic centrality
of online communities makes them more accessible, and leaders play an important
role in this. “Self-branding through social media pivots on attention and narrative,
yet significantly extends the potential for fame and celebrity. Compelling
narratives potentially attract audiences for a multitude of reasons—they could
be inspirational, relatable, instructive, cautionary and so on.” (Khamis, Ang, and
Welling 2017: 196). This allows narratives to stand out in the attention economy,
as “audiences/followers/fans embed it within their own individualised media flows
through likes, shares and comments.” (Khamis, Ang, and Welling 2017: 196).

2

For leaders in social movements, these communities provide the “potential of
reaching a multiplicity of receivers, and of connecting to endless networks that
transmit digitized information around the neighborhood or around the world”
(Castells 2012: 6). Thus, this relational understanding of networked leadership
emphasizes leadership not as a function of personal attributes, but rather of
status ascribed by others in networks (Bourdieu, 1991; Diani, 2003; Ganz, 2000).
For movements, these networks “are critical because they can create or solidify
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bonds with a far larger audience than direct social interactions could reach. As
such, they help leaders disseminate information, recruit followers, and appeal for
support.” (Nepstad and Bob 2006: 4). Others have noted that mobilization through
strangers may in fact be a powerful motivation for participation in protests (Fisher
and Boekkooi, 2010). Online communities can acquire impressive degrees of
commitment and gain significant political traction (Beyer, 2014; boyd, 2014;
Rheingold, 2000), even when their allure remains restricted to the thrill of being
part of a mass of aggregated strangers (Juris, 2012; Uitermark, 2017).
This networked leadership potentially allows for grassroots movements
to forge connections beyond immediate locales. As Andrews states, “strong
movement infrastructures have diverse leaders and a complex leadership structure,
multiple organizations, informal ties that cross geographic and social boundaries,
and a resource base that draws substantially on contributions from their members
for both labor and money” (2001: 76). A challenge for social movements is to
bind together a wide variety of communities from different locations (Tarrow and
McAdam, 2005). As such, scaling up movements critically depends on brokering
information from and among diverse communities, and by occupying structurally
strategic network positions leaders have a capacity to mediate information among
communities:
The hashtags in those stories were picked up by an ever-widening spiral of
Twitter users: friends of the hashtag originators, friends of their friends, then
local grass-roots groups who are plugged into the community begin tweeting
about it. Eventually—but always last, Jackson said—those conversations
land on the radars of national civil rights groups and elite media. (Demby,
2014, p. 3)

Thus, the question of networked leadership asks us to consider structural positions
in relational configurations, for example, as gatekeepers of information or brokers
among otherwise unconnected groups.
However, there is reason to expect that social media networks encourage
centralizing tendencies that run contrary to the ideal of decentralized movements.
As Zeynep Tufekci notes, “ostensible leaderlessness does not stop de facto
leadership from springing up, and de facto leadership is often composed of those
with the most time, tenacity, energy, extroversion, preexisting social status, and
even plain aggressiveness” (Tufekci 2017: 79; cf. Freeman 1973). In her recent
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study of the Chilean student movement, Von Bülow (2018) finds that social media
reinforces inequalities within the movement in spite of efforts by some groups of
activists to mitigate them. Such problems are exacerbated by the digital divide:
the reproduction of inequalities in connectivity and inclusion online (Flesher
Fominaya and Gillan, 2017; Salemink, Strijker, and Bosworth, 2017). Social media
network dynamics may reinforce, rather than remedy, such inequalities.
The generative mechanisms in complex systems and self-organization may
themselves contribute to centralization and the reproduction of inequality. A
firmly established finding with regards to natural, technical, and social networks
is that degree distributions are often heavy-tailed: a few nodes account for a
disproportionately large share of all connections in the network (Broido and
Clauset, 2019; Clauset, Shalizi, and Newman, 2009). Cases where the distribution
of ties follows a power law are often associated with scale-free networks; a structure
commonly generated by mechanisms of preferential attachment (Barabasi
and Albert, 1999; Dorogovtsev and Mendes, 2002; Khamis et al., 2017). Social
media networks likewise “emerge from distributed local interactions […] We can
therefore expect that certain groups consolidate and acquire central positions
within the movement’s network system” (Uitermark 2017: 4). In fact, “networks
do not appear to self-organise their way out of power laws” (Nunes 2014: 32). A
key question that has thus far remained unanswered in the literature is how the
competing dynamics of decentralization and centralization of leadership play out
in digitally networked movements.
Given the antagonism prevalent on social media, there is an increasing
amount of attention paid to the burdens that online prominence incur (ClarkParsons, 2018). The reality of activists online is riddled with conflict and backlash,
from external opposition to internal divisions. Prominent activists face constant
opposition, ranging from disagreement and ignorance to outright racism and death
threats, especially if they are women and/or members of LGBTQI communities
(Gray, 2012; Sobieraj, 2017). But conflict is not limited to external sources, as
social media can make internal movement divisions more explicit. Social media
gives increased salience to divisive complexities, possibly fortifying them.
One likely reason that social media may reinforce inequalities is the affordance
of visibility, “the nature of social media can cause us to be more aware of the
people in our networks—especially when our online social networks encompass
individuals from social circles that were traditionally considered separate”
(Williams et al. 2019: 2). Strongly tied to communities with a specific interest,
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prominence and ‘celebrity’ are based on forms of public recognition (boyd,
2014; Senft, 2008). The size of one’s following, or the number of likes received,
are powerful markers of status. The downside of this publicness is that celebrity
draws criticism and other forms of negative attention (Ferrara, Interdonato, and
Tagarelli, 2014; Marwick, 2015). Visibility creates its own opposition by creating
“the conditions for the mobilization of countermovement” (Zald and Useem 1987:
247–48). In turn, oppositional conflict dynamics are central to the development
of social movements. “Much of the mobilization potential of a movement, its
tactics, and its ultimate fate stem from its battles with a countermovement” (Zald
1979: 3). Like supporters, the opponents of social movements can leverage the
affordances of digital networking. Historically, countermovements have taken on
organizational forms and tools of the movements to which they are opposed (Mottl,
1980). Similarly, today, for adversaries who might otherwise be unconnected,
coordinating negative attention directed at prominent activists has become more
feasible as a result of social media. In fact, fomenting disruption is likely easier
than sustaining constructive organizing efforts. Despite substantial amounts of
hostility on social media, empirical research on digitally networked backlash and
countermovements remains scarce.
While digitally networked leadership potentially allows activists to attain
their long-held aspirations for decentralized movements with relational and
community-based leadership, social media is also likely to reinforce inequality
and incur a heavy toll on those who become prominent online. An analysis of
leadership in digitally networked movements asks us to consider these dynamics,
which have thus far remained understudied in the literature. That will be the focus
of Chapters 7, 8, 9, and 10.

Summary of Key Concepts
Social movements are groups of people organizing together for political interests,
as part of some larger community, with collective claims that bind these groups
together. The development of social movements depends on a range of relational
dynamics. Two of those dynamics are scaling up and leadership.
Scaling up concerns the question of transcending local settings in the
development of social movements. Groups in disperse locations need to collaborate
in collective action in order to develop (trans-)national social movements. This
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scaling process depends on, and shapes, the mobilization of resources, political
opportunities, and collective claims. A grassroots model of scaling up suggests
that it occurs when relationships form between local, otherwise unconnected,
communities.
Leadership concerns the role of individuals in the development of social
movements. Leaders are essential and prominent in hierarchical organizations,
typically charismatic or otherwise skilled individuals, who manage to accumulate
resources, advance political opportunities, and represent collective claims.
Digital networking concerns the affordances of digital communication
technologies. In theory, digital infrastuctures such as social media allow for
interaction and feeling part of communities on the basis of shared interests, without
the necessity of bodily co-presence. For instance, the affordance of visibility allows
users of social media to monitor interactions about specific topics.
It is possible that digital networking plays a role in scaling up social movements.
Social media allow for interactions between individuals who share a common
interest, enabling access to communities and new means of signaling power
without requiring bodily co-presence. This may in turn allow for accumulation
(or diminished necessity) of resources, change political opportunities, or the
formation and affirmation of collective claims.
It is possible that digital networking plays a role in the development of social
movement leadership. Digital networking in theory allows for the formation
of decentralized organizations that rely less on hierarchical leadership. Rather,
the role of leaders in such a structure is to both represent and bridge a variety
of communities. In network terms, this form of connective leadership can be
understood and studied as brokerage.
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 is chapter appeared as: van Haperen, Sander, Walter Nicholls, and Justus Uitermark. 2018. “Building
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Protest Online: Engagement with the Digitally Networked #not1more Protest Campaign on Twitter.”
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Abstract
This chapter examines engagement with digitally networked, politically contentious
actions. Maintaining engagement over time is a key challenge for social movements
attempting to network digitally. This chapter argues that proximity serves as a
condition to address this challenge, because it configures the personal networks upon
which transmission depends. This is a paradox of digital activism: it has the capacity
to transcend barriers, however proximity is essential for sustaining relations over time.
Examining Twitter data from the #not1more protest campaign against immigrant
deportations in the United States, quantitative and social network analyses show a
differentiated development of engagement, which results in a particular geographical
configuration with the following attributes. First, there is a robust and connected
backbone of core organizers and activists located in particular major cities. Second,
local groups engage with the campaign with direct actions in other cities. Third, a
large and transitory contingent of geographically dispersed users direct attention to
the campaign. We conclude by elaborating how this geographically differentiated
configuration helps to sustain engagement with digitally networked action.
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Introduction
Los Angeles-based organizers launched a social media campaign in 2013 to
forge a broad nationwide coalition of immigrant rights activists, unions, and
other organizations in the struggle against the deportation of undocumented
migrants: the #not1more campaign. The campaign was designed to facilitate open
participation and digital networking, so that anyone could adopt and adapt the
campaign message to personal circumstances (Franco, Loewe, and Unzueta, 2015).
With little top-down command, participants could contribute to the campaign as
desired, for example to organize local direct actions using its slogan and imagery.
Using the hashtag, information about such actions could then be shared with the
growing network to spread the campaign message online to others and inspire
new actions. Social media can be used to create and share content, helping to
spread information far and wide, fast. In the #not1more campaign, digital media
were used to share information, support, slogans and tactical repertoires through
personal relations, in an increasingly broad nationwide network. It was, in other
words, a digitally networked campaign (Bennett and Segerberg, 2012).
Initially a small group of organizers used Twitter as a tool to connect with
activists across the nation using unifying slogans and symbolism. Over the course
of 20 months, the campaign became widely endorsed in immigration rights
struggles, tying in closely with direct actions such as rallies, sit-ins, and blockades
of detention centres across the nation. Eventually, wide-spread engagement with
the #not1more campaign contributed to a push for immigration reform leading
up to controversial executive action by President Obama on November 20,
2014, providing administrative relief for up to 4.9 million immigrants (Nicholls,
Uitermark, and van Haperen, 2016; “United States Department of Homeland
Security: Executive Actions on Immigration,” 2015). Employing a strategy of
digital networking, the campaign developed a coalition that was durable enough
to push for substantial policy impact.
A key challenge in digitally networked action is to sustain engagement
over longer periods of time (Bennett and Segerberg, 2012, pp. 760–761; Tufekci,
2017). Engagement with digital action can take many forms. In the case of the
#not1more campaign, organizers sought attention for a particular frame: Not one
more deportation. Social media allow for the sharing and adaptation of this frame
through personal networks. The #not1more organizers intended to connect action
in the highly fragmented field of immigration advocacy by employing a similar
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logic: casting “a broader public engagement net using interactive digital media and
easy-to-personalize action themes, often deploying batteries of social technologies
to help citizens spread the word over their personal networks” (Bennett and
Segerberg, 2012, p. 742). Bennett and Segerberg suggest that sustained engagement
with digitally networked action depends on the transmission mechanisms which
enable the sharing of action frames through personal networks (2012, p. 754).
When transmission mechanisms fail, frames are not shared through personal
networks, and connective action breaks down. This chapter therefore discusses
and analyses such transmission in more detail.
We suggest that the configuration of personal networks may be conducive or
limiting to transmission mechanisms. The structural configuration of networks
shapes transmission dynamics (Watts and Strogatz, 1998). While relations
within clusters of personal networks can be tight, digital networks as a whole are
typically loosely connected. Because relations in personal networks are configured
around social foci of geography and similarity (Baldassarri and Bearman, 2007;
Centola, 2015; Feld, 1981), we argue that proximity is a condition for transmission
mechanisms in connective action. We therefore emphasize geographical and social
proximity in our empirical analysis, to understand how engagement with digitally
networked action is sustained.
Following review and discussion of literature and methods, an analysis of the
overall development of the campaign is presented. We first show varying degrees
of engagement, ranging from sending a single message to engagement with direct
actions. Second, we show how engagement is rooted in a distinct geography: a
backbone of core users is located in particular cities, local groups latching on to the
campaign are concentrated a range of locations, and the network is complemented
by a large transient contingent of geographically dispersed users. Third, we show
how social and geographical proximity serves as a condition for transmission in
digital networking: when people are far away they are likely to develop relations
if they share an affiliation, when people do not share an affiliation they are more
likely to develop relations with others living nearby. We conclude by elaborating on
the paradox of proximity in digital activism: while it has the capacity to transcend
barriers, proximity configures the networks undergirding digital interactions.
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Proximity and transmission mechanisms in digitally
networked action
Central to the #not1more campaign is the use of social media as a networking
strategy. Organizer Marise Franco refers to it as an “open source campaign”, seeking
to use social media to connect activists and organizations in the highly fragmented
field of immigration advocacy. Through years of experience, organizers know
well the functioning of activist networks throughout the country, the established
organizations and unions, the policy makers and media landscapes. The campaign
emphasizes open participation through digital media to mobilize personal
networks. As such, it can be understood as an instance of organizationally enabled
digitally networked action.
The concept personal action frame is key to digitally networked action, as it
draws a distinction between the traditional logic of collective action (Olson, 1965)
and the logic of connective action (Bennett and Segerberg, 2012). The logic of
collective action analyses action as the unified outcome of resource concentrations,
structural features, or the formation of collective identities. Accordingly, collective
action frames are conceptualized as an alignment of meaning structures such as
experiences (Benford and Snow, 2000, p. 623), or claims about injustice, agency, and
identity (Gamson, 1995). By contrast, the logic of connective action emphasizes
the sharing of personal action frames on digital media networks and does not
presuppose frame alignment. Against the backdrop of increasingly fragmented
and individualized societies, engagement with politics develops around personal
action frames: individualized orientations that are expressions “of personal hopes,
lifestyles, and grievances”, rather than collective action frames: expressions of
“social group identity, membership, or ideology” (Bennett and Segerberg, 2012,
pp. 743–744). More than was possible before, social media enable fast and farreaching transmission of individual expressions without requiring the adoption of
unifying collective action frames. The resulting connective action emphasizes the
aggregation of diverse expressions of identity, rather than alignment of meaning
structures or the forging of collective identity.
A key challenge in digitally networked action is to sustain engagement over
longer periods of time (Bennett and Segerberg, 2012, pp. 760–761; Tufekci, 2017).
Understanding how engagement is sustained in digital networking calls for analysis
of the “transmission mechanisms involved” (Bennett and Segerberg, 2012, p. 747).
As the sharing of personal action frames, engagement with connective action is
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a relational act: interacting with others about individual orientations. Digitally
networked action cannot be sustained when transmission fails and personal
action frames are not shared in personal networks. The medium, for instance
Twitter, may serve to bridge barriers at “the intersections of social networks
defined by established political organizations, ideologies, interests, class, gender,
race, or ethnicity.” (Bennett and Segerberg, 2012, p. 747). According to Bennett
and Segerberg, digital technology can be thought of as a transmission mechanism
because it enables the sharing of frames (2012, p. 754). More specifically for the
case of organizationally enabled digitally networked action, transmission depends
on “a stable core of organizations sharing communication linkages and deploying
high volumes of personal engagement mechanisms” (Bennett and Segerberg, 2012,
p. 761). They suggest that sustaining connective action depends to some degree
“on the kinds of social technology designed and appropriated by participants,
and the kinds of opportunities that may motivate anger or compassion across
large numbers of individuals” (Bennett and Segerberg, 2012, p. 754). In our
understanding, the term ‘mechanism’ refers to the digital networks used to share
frames, such as the social medium Twitter, and ‘transmission’ refers to the act of
sending frames.
We argue that proximity can be conducive or limiting to the transmission
of personal action frames. This argument is prompted by research showing that
the configuration of networks shapes transmission dynamics (Watts and Strogatz,
1998), and by research demonstrating that proximity configures social relations
(Conover, Davis, et al., 2013; Feld, 1981; McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and Cook,
2001; Rivera, Soderstrom, and Uzzi, 2010). Accordingly, we believe that proximity
is a condition in digitally networked action. Because it configures the personal
networks upon which transmission depends, proximity should be taken into
account when analysing digital networking.
Potentially, digital networking diminishes geographical constraints on the
development of a protest campaign. Digital media provide particular affordances
which are leveraged for networking by sharing personal action frames. Affordances
are “possibilities for action” (Evans et al., 2017, p. 36) provided by digital media,
arising from the relation “between an object/technology and the user that enables
or constrains potential behavioural outcomes in a particular context” (Evans et al.,
2017, p. 36). More specifically, Twitter provides the affordance of visibility which
is crucial to the possibilities for connective action it provides activists. Visibility
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serves the expression of personal action frames as a form of engagement. Easily
creating and sharing messages facilitates the visibility of ideas and orientations
pertinent to the campaign, by reducing informational transaction costs (Coiera,
2000), creating common ground, and maintaining relationships (cf. Evans et al.,
2017; Vitak, 2014). Twitter can be used to create and broadcast action frames,
which in turn can be adapted and rebroadcast easily throughout increasingly
further reaching personal networks. In this way, engagement in the form of
creating and sharing personalized content enables “coordinated adjustments and
rapid action aimed at often shifting political targets, even crossing geographical
and temporal boundaries in the process” (Bennett and Segerberg, 2012, p. 753).
Potentially, this facilitates viral diffusion of information, inspiring others to plug
in to the campaign and undertake local direct actions elsewhere. To engage in with
the #not1more campaign, activists in one place can use Twitter to easily create and
share content, spreading action frames far and wide fast to others.
Despite the potential of social media for networking with others far and wide,
prior research establishes proximity as a key configuring element of personal
networks (Centola, 2015; Feld, 1981; Kossinets and Watts, 2006; McPherson et al.,
2001; Onnela, Arbesman, González, Barabási, and Christakis, 2011). Proximity
effects on digital networks can be geographical (Borge-Holthoefer et al., 2011;
Borge-Holthoefer, González-Bailón, Rivero, and Moreno, 2014; Conover et al.,
2013; Nicholls, 2009) or interest-based (González-Bailón, Wang, and BorgeHolthoefer, 2014; Tremayne, 2014; Tremayne, Zheng, Lee, and Jeong, 2006).
Moreover, connectivity in digital networks is generally highly uneven (BorgeHolthoefer, Magdy, Darwish, and Weber, 2015; Borge-Holthoefer et al., 2011;
González-Bailón, Borge-Holthoefer, and Moreno, 2013; Tremayne, 2014; Varol,
Ferrara, Ogan, Menczer, and Flammini, 2014). People tend to sustain interaction
more readily with others who are like them and geographically nearby. Accordingly,
we argue that proximity is relevant in the configuration of personal networks, and
because digital networking depends on transmission of frames through personal
networks, we examine how proximity operates as a condition for transmission in
digital networking.
To summarize, the #not1more campaign is an instance of connective action.
Social media are leveraged in an effort to organize a nationwide coalition among
a broad range of activists and organizations. The key challenge in digitally
networked action is to sustain engagement over time. To address this challenge, we
examine how proximity operates as a condition for transmission in the personal
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networks upon which connective action depends. While the affordances of digital
media potentially help activists to transcend boundaries, proximity is a key to
the configuration of personal networks. This is a paradox of digital activism:
while digital communication technologies are particularly well suited to enable
the sharing of personal action frames and afford the capacity to dissolve spatial
barriers, proximity is essential for sustaining relations over time.

Data and Methods
Twitter data
To study engagement with the online #not1more campaign, data was collected
from Twitter. The data set consists of tweets with the hashtag #not1more, posted
in the period between January 2013 through August 2014, 20 months after the
hashtag first appeared on Twitter in relation to immigration and deportations. This
hashtag was selected after preliminary analysis of hashtags related to immigrant
rights struggles, sampling for volume and topic specificity. Tweets were made
publicly available by Twitter through its API with the consent of its users (Twitter
Inc., 2014). As per the Twitter terms of service, personal information with which
individuals or groups might be identified was anonymized.
The dataset consists of 108,198 tweets from 16,113 unique user accounts. Each
of these users represents a node in our network analysis, each mention and retweet
between them represents a directed tie. A user is understood to be ‘active’ when
they tweeted within the given period under analysis. There were 168,393 directed
ties among all nodes. Analyses were based on 15,019 reciprocal, undirected edges.
There are significant limitations to the use of Twitter data in social movement
research. Four interrelated concerns are recognized and stressed here: inference,
power inequalities, representativeness, and ethics. First and foremost, scholarship
has pointed out that online participation and activity cannot be equated pars pro
toto with a social movement (Flesher Fominaya and Gillan, 2017). As this chapter
focuses on a specific Twitter campaign, it analyses activity on Twitter. We think
of this as an instance of digitally networked action situated within much broader
social movement phenomena about which we make no general claims. Second,
broadly speaking, digital methods commonly ignore power imbalances involved
in the lived experience, media ecology, and use of social media (Flesher Fominaya
and Gillan, 2017; cf. Juris, 2012; Tufekci, 2014a). We note that adequately
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addressing this concern would require a different kind of research design that
includes thorough qualitative inquiry, which is beyond the scope of the current
study. Extensive prior ethnographic field work and familiarity of the authors with
immigrant rights activism as well as the use of digital media goes some way to abate
this concern, although analyses do not explicitly stress this in the current chapter.
Third, and more specifically, power inequalities are reflected in the demographic of
Twitter users, which poses serious concerns about representativeness (GonzálezBailón, Wang, Rivero, et al., 2014; Mislove et al., 2011; Tufekci, 2014a). These
biases are exacerbated by reliance on a single platform and single hashtag. Given
the centrality placed by the campaign’s organizers on this specific platform and
particular hashtag, we think this focus is justified. While the Twitter demographic
(or geographical distribution thereof) is certainly not representative for everyone
involved in immigrant rights struggles, users of the #not1more hashtag can be
understood to be involved in digital networking as part of this particular campaign.
Fourthly, inequalities give rise to ethical concerns beyond Twitter’s legal terms
of service, which stipulates the use of data and consent but not risk of harm to
users (Moreno et al., 2013). It cannot be assumed that users are aware that their
digital activity is published in research. To address this, no information by which
users can be identified is reported in this chapter, and analyses are concerned with
aggregate levels.

3

Patterns of engagement: activity, connectedness, persistence
The #not1more campaign provides an opportunity to examine the transmission
of personal action frames in digitally networked action empirically. People engage
with the #not1more campaign by creating and sharing personal expressions.
On Twitter, transmission of frames takes the form of posting, mentioning and
retweeting messages. To examine patterns of engagement with the campaign
online, we analysed activity and connectedness. Because we are interested in
how such engagement is sustained, we also examined persistence. The analysis
emphasizes transmission as sending of frames, over the meaning of individual
tweets in terms of a user’s perception or adoption. We assume that the inclusion of
the #not1more hashtag signals a degree of awareness of the campaign.
Activity differentiates users who engage very often from those who tweet
only sporadically. It was measured individually as a user’s number of tweets, and
cumulatively as tweet volumes at different times. Cumulative measures were used
to identify the campaign’s most active locations. For every month in the dataset,
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the number of active unique users was calculated for every location. The user base
for which a location accounted is defined as the number of active users in a city,
divided by the total number of active users. This measure is reported for periods
of 3, 12 and 20 months.
Connectedness differentiates users who engage online with many others
in the campaign, from those who do not. This concerns transmission in terms
of reciprocation. It was measured individually as a user’s reciprocated ties, and
cumulatively as degree distributions over time. Cumulative degree distributions
serve as an indication of how concentrated relations are in a core of activists, or
shared more evenly among all participants. This was calculated as the power-law
exponent using the method proposed in (Clauset et al., 2009).
Persistence differentiates dedicated users who remain engaged with the
campaign for a long time from more ephemeral users. This concerns transmission
in terms of the relation between sending personal action frames and subsequent
ongoing engagement with the campaign. A user was considered a new recruit on
the first day someone tweeted with the #not1more hashtag. Individual persistence
was calculated as the proportion of days remaining in our dataset after this first
tweet. Cumulative persistence was measured as consistent activity in a particular
location. To determine the turnover of a location’s user base, we calculated the
difference between the maximum and minimum number of unique monthly
active users, divided by the average number of users per month (for the full
20-month period) in each city. The resulting normalized measure is the factor by
which the spikes of user activity are removed from the average number of users,
with 0 indicating a perfectly constant user base, and higher values indicating a
more inconsistent user base.
To understand what generates engagement with the campaign, we examined
events referenced in tweets during particular peaks of activity. We differentiated
local and global events. We think of direct actions related to the campaign as local
events. First, the tactical repertoire of the campaign was derived from manual
analysis of tweet captions and prior ethnographic research (Nicholls and Fiorito,
2015; Nicholls and Uitermark, 2017). This led to a lexicon of relevant direct
actions: ‘blockade’, ‘march’, ‘demonstration’, ‘rally’, ‘vigil’, ‘petition’, ‘heckle’, ‘banner’,
‘occupation’, ‘sit-in’, ‘undocubus’ (referring to activists touring the United States in
a bus), ‘hunger strike’, and ‘disobedience’. Second, every tweet in the dataset was
referenced against this lexicon to identify actions reported on Twitter. Third, to
avoid duplicate counts, this set of actions was validated manually. Every direct
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action referenced in tweets was coded for location, type of action, and topic, by
examining text and photos in tweets. Where available, hyperlinks in these tweets
were followed to confirm event announcements and websites. This procedure
yielded 439 direct actions in the 20-month period under examination. While
certainly not an exhaustive list of local events related to immigrant rights struggles
in the period under study, it does provide good coverage of actions that are
referenced in the data set of #not1more tweets.

Proximity

3

To examine the configuration of online personal networks in the #not1more
campaign we determined social and geographical proximity. The effect of
proximity on engagement was calculated as a percentage of reciprocated ties
in the empirical network where users share a location or affiliation. This was
compared to simulated permutations of the network. One hundred network
permutations were created by randomly reassigning affiliations and locations
among users in an identical network structure. The percentage of ties with shared
location or affiliation was the average of all permutations. This average indicates
what proximity effects might be expected at random, and served as a baseline for
comparison of the empirical effect.
The term affiliation is used as a shorthand to indicate social proximity based
on interests, and was derived from the self-described individual or organizational
biography of an account. We followed a basic semi-supervised procedure. First,
categories were inferred from manual examination of 1,612 self-reported user
profiles. This sample (10%) was randomly selected from the complete user base.
Coding yielded 23 categories (e.g. DREAMers, unions, faith-based organization)
with a lexicon of corresponding keywords (e.g. ‘dream’, ’union’, ’church’ respectively).
Second, every profile in the dataset was referenced against this lexicon. This semisupervised procedure assigned affiliations to 10,943 users (68%).
Geographical proximity is defined as the geodesic distance between the last
known coordinates of two network nodes sharing a tie. Users who are located
up to 30 miles from each other were coded as being ‘nearby’. User locations were
derived from the self-reported bio and location fields on public Twitter profiles,
rather than the opt-in coordinates at tweet-level which only 0.2% of tweets include.
Self-reported locations were geocoded using the Google Maps Geocoding API
(Google, 2014; Kahle and Wickham, 2013), which resolved ambiguous, misspelled
and colloquial names, (‘DC’ to Washington, D.C.), and returned longitude and
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latitude coordinates as well as a measure of accuracy. This measure of accuracy was
used to filter out extraneous results such as ‘USA’ or ‘Earth’. Given the campaign’s
focus on a national policy debate, we restricted analysis to locations in the U.S.5.
To validate that automated geocoding achieved higher than the 85% accuracy
deemed necessary for statistical reliability (Ratcliffe, 2004), the location of 870
profiles was validated manually by cross-referencing usernames from the dataset
with current biographical information available online. This procedure yielded
accurate locations for 3,116 users in the United States (19% of all users).

Results
Patterns of engagement
While the hashtag is used by a small group of users shortly after its introduction,
activity related to the #not1more campaign on Twitter increases over time. More
people become involved and more tweets are sent as time progresses. This activity
develops in peaks of tweet volumes which become more frequent in later stages of
the campaign (Figure 3.1). This increasing number of users adopting the hashtag
suggests that engagement with the campaign was sustained over time among an
increasingly broad user base, while fluctuating activity suggests the campaign was
driven by consecutive bursts of attention.
Activity is based in specific locations, generating a distinct geographical
pattern to online engagement with the #not1more campaign. Users exhibit
different levels of tweeting activity in different locations. The proportion of users
as well as the traffic that is generated varies per state. Striking differences between
California and the District of Columbia stand out. In California, 23.0% of users
generate 18.0% of traffic volume, whereas in D.C. 3.7% of users generate 13.7% of
traffic. Figure 3.2 shows the number of unique users by county and illustrates that
users in the campaign are mostly concentrated in metropolitan areas.
These results indicate that the campaign is driven by varying degrees of
engagement in different places. Core users, who are highly-connected, persistent,
and account for large proportions of traffic, are concentrated in specific places.
5	Geodesic distances are calculated using the R geosphere package (Hijmans, 2016). Coordinates are
reverse geocoded to county levels (with FIPS number) in the United States using the latlong2state
functionality of the Data Science Toolkit API (Elmore and Heiss, 2014) and plotted in R using the
choroplethr package (Lamstein and Johnson, 2014)
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Figure 3.1: Number of tweets per day

3

Figure 3.2: Number of unique users by county after 20 months

California is home to a tapestry of community-based groups and individual
activists, while Washington, D.C. harbours large advocacy organizations that have
dedicated resources to tweeting routinely and prolifically (Nicholls, Uitermark,
and van Haperen, 2016). Zooming in closer on the top 30 cities that form the
campaign’s hubs (Table 3.1), we find that four urban areas harbour the core users
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and together account for 35.0% of the entire user base: Washington, D.C., New
York, Los Angeles, and Chicago. These four places are the campaign’s hubs.
Table 3.1: Consistency and size of user base per city over time
City
Washington. DC
New York. NY
Los Angeles. CA
Chicago. IL
San Francisco. CA
Austin. TX
Seattle. WA
Philadelphia. PA
Boston. MA
Phoenix. AZ
Oakland. CA
Miami. FL
Houston. TX
Atlanta. GA
San Diego. CA
Dallas. TX
Tucson. AZ
Minneapolis. MN
Denver. CO
Portland. OR
New Orleans. LA
Charlotte. NC
San Antonio. TX
Las Vegas. NV
Columbus. OH
London. UK
Sacramento. CA
Salt Lake City. UT
Kansas City. MO
Tacoma. WA
Average

Total users

Consistency

1,462
1,441
1,231
922
479
306
289
284
280
275
249
230
218
176
150
120
113
107
92
92
89
79
78
77
75
67
61
60
47
26
305.83

1.97
1.71
1.72
2.30
1.96
3.99
3.67
3.17
4.00
1.75
1.85
1.48
2.39
2.39
2.13
2.17
3.36
3.18
2.17
2.39
5.39
2.78
2.82
3.90
1.87
2.39
2.30
4.67
4.68
7.69
2.94

% after 3
months
9.30
10.57
10.27
5.29
2.30
1.34
1.92
0.79
2.35
4.38
1.53
1.79
2.25
0.62
0.89
1.24
0.57
1.36
0.81
0.38
0.62
0.41
1.15
0.79
0.91
0.26
0.53
0.43
0.10
0.00
2.17

% after 12
months
6.74
9.98
9.49
6.95
3.29
1.30
1.46
1.41
1.77
2.75
1.82
1.61
1.39
0.89
1.05
1.01
0.80
0.78
0.69
0.50
0.66
0.49
0.57
0.52
0.68
0.34
0.39
0.28
0.24
0.03
2.00

% after 20
months
9.78
9.89
8.93
6.24
3.18
1.80
1.80
1.66
1.87
2.24
1.70
1.69
1.52
1.13
1.01
0.94
0.75
0.76
0.66
0.57
0.59
0.55
0.58
0.54
0.58
0.42
0.41
0.37
0.28
0.12
2.09

% Average
8.61
10.15
9.56
6.16
2.92
1.48
1.73
1.29
2.00
3.12
1.68
1.70
1.72
0.88
0.98
1.06
0.71
0.97
0.72
0.48
0.62
0.48
0.77
0.61
0.72
0.34
0.44
0.36
0.21
0.05

Note: Correlation of consistency and average proportion of user base: -.401

In terms of persistence, the user bases in the four campaign hubs are not only
disproportionately large, they are also more consistent at 1.9 in comparison to
the average turnover of 2.9 of all cities with more than 9 users active in a month.
There are 22 additional cities with more than 9 active users per month, such as
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San Francisco, Austin, Seattle, and Philadelphia, together accounting for 23% of
the user base. The campaign’s user base in these cities is less consistent than in the
hubs (3.3). Cities other than the hubs are less consistent and show more distinct
spikes in user activity. The cities with the most volatile patterns are Tacoma, New
Orleans, Kansas City, Salt Lake City, and Boston. Here, sudden spikes in the size
of the user base stand in stark contrast to the national average turnover as well as
to what might be expected from prior and subsequent activity in these cities. A
further 1,016 cities accommodate the remaining 39.0% of users, none of which
have more than 9 users active in a month. These cities have an average turnover
of 7.2. This pattern indicates that the user bases in particular cities is much more
consistent, harbouring the core users of the campaign who remain persistently
active. Other cities have more volatile turnover, where attention is more subject to
bursts generated by one or a few events.
Some activists have more online connections in the campaign than others.
Throughout the campaign a core of strongly connected users is complemented
by users who interact less intensively and less persistently. Engagement, in terms
of connectivity, is distributed unevenly: a few core users are highly connected,
while the majority of users have only a few ties. A perfectly even distribution of
ties would indicate that everyone has exactly the same number of interactions.
In the #not1more campaign, many users interact with just a few others, while
only a few interact with many others. This is reflected in a power-law exponent of
approximately 2.07. Figure 3.3 expresses this uneven distribution as the probability
of randomly selecting a node with more than a certain number of interactions. This
uneven structure is established early on: after the first month the top four targets
(1.0%) account for 20.0% of incoming traffic and the top three (1.0%) generate
31.6% of all outgoing traffic. With regard to indegree at maximum system size, the
top 1.0% of users (88 out of 8,796) receive 55.1% of all directed ties (92,851 out
of 168,393 total), and the top 10 users (0.1%) account for roughly a quarter of all
received ties (24.8%). This pattern is less pronounced for outdegree at maximum
system size with the top 1.0% of users directing 38.6% of all ties to others, and
the top 10 users (0.1%) accounting for 8.9% of outgoing ties. These findings are
in line with other analyses of digital networking and suggest that the #not1more
campaign is topologically similar to other protests playing out on Twitter (BorgeHolthoefer et al., 2011; Conover, Ferrara, et al., 2013; González-Bailón et al., 2011).

3
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Figure 3.3: Pattern of Engagement Over Time

Note: Cumulative indegree distributions after 3 months (light), 12 months, 20 months (dark); (b) Connectedness
over time: cumulative outdegree distributions after 3 months (light), 12 months, 20 months (dark).

This pattern of engagement, peaks of activity that are generated by a differentiated
user base and rooted in a distinct geography, can be better understood when
examining events at particular peak times, as illustrated by some examples. Online
attention for the #not1more campaign is driven by both national and local events,
generated by national media coverage of related topics and local actions in places
like Tacoma and Boston (Table 3.1). One example of a local peak takes place in
March 2014 in Tacoma. At that time, Tacoma’s ICE Northwest Detention Center
was the site of a massive hunger strike, and rallies and fasts were held throughout
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the city. Almost 1,200 people went on hunger strike, generating a lot of national
media attention as well as many tweets. In and around Tacoma, 45 new recruits
latch on in relation to these actions. On average, these recruits engage persistently
(0.4% of the remaining campaign). Another example of a local peak takes place
in Boston around April 17, 2014, marking the Boston ‘Not 1 More’ rally, the
blockade of the Suffolk County House of Corrections, and the subsequent arrest
of 19 activists. This day of action generated 35 new recruits in Boston. On average,
they are relatively persistent: 0.2% of the remaining campaign. These two examples
show that direct actions generate a lot of local activity and draw in recruits who
engage relatively persistently with the campaign.
Other peaks of attention are generated by national events, which generate
a more diffuse pattern, with less persistent and more geographically dispersed
recruits. December 17, 2013 stands out as one such peak. On this day, there were
182 new recruits nationwide, 178 of whom referenced an announcement about a
radio interview with an NDLON organizer. The radio station is located in New
York City, but has a national audience thanks to its online broadcasts. 140 of these
new recruits only remained active for one more day, and none longer than three
days. Recruits hail from across the nation, without any clear concentrations in
particular locations. Another example of how a national event is tied in to the
#not1more campaign is President Obama’s annual State of the Union address on
January 29, 2014. On this day there were 98 new recruits. The address generated
a lot of tweets containing the hashtag, most prominently retweets of a message
urging Obama to consider deportations as part of his legacy. Recruitment was
not concentrated in any particular area, and most recruits (79 out of 98) were
not persistent. They sent a single message, only on the day of the address. Their
contribution was isolated and short-lived, simply retweeting a single action frame.
These examples illustrate that local and global events generate different
kinds of engagement. Localized bursts of engagement are generated by local
direct actions. Users outside of the major campaign hubs plug in to the campaign
with actions in their own locality, generating local peaks of activity (Table 3.2).
Furthermore, we find that users whose first tweet concerns a direct action, and
are based in the same location as that action, are more persistent, have more local
contacts and a slightly higher number of overall contacts than other recruits. This
pattern of engagement can be differentiated by type of action: some types of direct
action generate more, and more persistent, recruits.

3
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Table 3.2: Engagement By Type of Direct Action
Action
Rally
March
Vigil
Blockade
Petition
Hunger strike
Banner
Sit-in
Demonstration
Occupation
Heckle
“Undocubus”
Disobedience
Total

Occurrences
121
62
54
28
27
26
16
12
4
4
3
2
1
360

Tweets
1128
1605
642
374
1415
2360
255
222
52
629
90
71
444
10,929

Accounts
718
818
387
307
854
1251
179
195
41
450
68
65
318
6700

Recruitment
229 (32%)
237 (29%)
96 (25%)
135 (44%)
330 (39%)
574 (46%)
39 (22%)
60 (31%)
7 (17%)
218 (48%)
17 (25%)
9 (14%)
90 (28%)
2472

Persistence
1.34
3.47
1.8
1.22
0.99
2.8
1.51
0.6
1.71
0.56
1.24
0.22
1.96

Notes. Occurrences: the number of times this type of action occurs during the period. Tweets: the number of
tweets that contain reference to this type of action during the period. Accounts: the number of accounts that
tweet at least once with reference to this type of action during the period. Recruitment: the number of new
recruits, whose first tweet contains reference to this type of action, and the percentage of new recruits over all
users tweeting about this type of action. Persistence: the adjusted average remaining period that new recruits
remain active after first tweeting about this type of action.

Different tactical repertoires generate varying levels of engagement with the
campaign. In absolute frequencies, the tactic of choice is rallies, followed by
marches and vigils. In terms of recruitment rate (the number of new recruits among
users tweeting about an action), occupations, hunger strikes, and blockades are
most successful in drawing in new recruits. These repertoires were most salient for
people to start using the #not1more hashtag. However, in terms of commitment
to the campaign, marches and hunger strikes generated the most persistent new
recruits online. These findings suggest that users who become involved by tweeting
about local direct actions are more persistent than the average users and have a
greater degree of connectivity. In addition, some types of action generate more,
and more persistent recruits.

Transmission mechanisms of engagement
We now turn our attention to how users engage with each other in the #not1more
campaign, focusing on proximity as a condition for transmission. While a lot of
interaction in the campaign occurs between people who live in close proximity,
there are also many interactions between people across the nation.
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The structure of trans-local ties between users (Figure 3.4) is organized along the
campaign’s metropolitan hubs: primarily Los Angeles, Washington, D.C., New
York City, and Chicago. Ties between these hubs account for 32.9% of reciprocated
ties. This results in a pattern that resembles a hub and spoke network, similar to
findings in other studies (Conover, Davis, et al., 2013; Hemsley and Eckert, 2014b).
Figure 3.4. Geography of Reciprocated Ties

3

To analyse the effect of proximity on the configuration of personal networks, we
compare the empirical network with randomized simulations of the network.
Table 3.3 shows the percentages of ties connecting nodes of the same affiliation
and location. In the #not1more campaign, users tend to engage with each other
when sharing background and shared locations, more than might be expected at
random.
Table 3.3: Effect of proximity in empirical versus random networks
Same location
Different location
Total

Same affiliation (%)
Empirical: 9.0
Random: 0.5”
Empirical: 11.3
Random: 1.5
Empirical: 20.3

Different affiliation (%)
Empirical: 29.5
Random: 0.6
Empirical: 50.1
Random: 97.5
Empirical: 79.6

Random: 2.0

Random: 98.1

Total (%)
Empirical: 38.5
Random: 1.1
Empirical: 61.41
Random: 99.0

Even with the network structure left intact in randomizations of the node attributes,
the pattern of affiliation and location is striking in the empirical network when
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compared to random permutations. These findings confirm that participants in
the campaign 1) traverse geographical distance when socially proximate and (2)
traverse social distance when geographically proximate.

Conclusions
How is engagement sustained in digitally networked action? Based on the
#not1more campaign that began in 2013 in the United States protesting against
deportations, we have examined this question using quantitative, geographical
and social network analyses of Twitter data. We find a differentiated development
of engagement rooted in a distinct geography. Proximity, the condition generating
this distinct geography, is shown to sustain engagement to varying degrees. While
digital media may help activists to transcend boundaries easily, the personal
networks, upon which transmission depends, remain configured primarily around
place and similarity.
Our research shows a differentiated engagement with digital networking. The
backbone of the #not1more campaign consists of highly active, well-connected,
and persistent core organizers and activists, located in particular major cities.
Local groups of activists plug in to the campaign, engaging with direct actions.
There is a range of locations that show episodic bursts of recruitment in relation
to local direct actions. Cities such as Boston show sudden spikes of localized
recruitment at specific times. This hub-and-spoke structure is complemented by a
large contingent of transitory and geographically dispersed users who direct their
attention to points of conflict. Engagement with the campaign is generated by both
national and local events.
Our findings show that the dynamics of contention online are differentiated
by existing structures of proximity. Scaling up, in terms of active and persistent
engagement with the campaign, can be related to proximity. National events such
as the State of the Union address reach broad and geographically dispersed publics.
Someone who witnesses a rally or march in their home town is likely to engage in
a more active, connected, and persistent manner than someone who engages with
the campaign in relation to national events. Moreover, there are differences in the
level of persistence generated by different types of local actions.
With regards to the structure of personal networks in this digitally networked
campaign, we find a polycentric structure also configured by geographical and
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social proximity. Conover et al (Conover, Davis, et al., 2013) found that relations
across space are established through the sharing of slogans and relations within
a place are established through the sharing of resources. Our findings suggest a
different, though complementary condition: geographical proximity makes it
more likely that social distance is bridged, and social proximity helps to bridge
geographical distances. This helps to understand how digitally networked
action can be sustained despite the ephemeral nature of open participation. The
#not1more campaign was propagated, particularly in its early stages, by a core
of activists who had developed strong pre-existing ties among themselves from
intensive contact on the basis of proximity.
The #not1more campaign is in some ways unique and should not be conflated
with social movements in general. We believe that proximity has always been
of importance to the configuration of networks in social movements, but that
digital data allow for new ways to analyse these configurations empirically. As
an instance of digitally networked action, insight into proximity as a condition
for transmission can inform analysis of social movements emerging on the
interface of urban and online spaces, such as Black Lives Matter. Based on our
findings and insider accounts (Juris, 2012; Schneider, 2012; Schwartz, 2011), we
would expect to find the same pattern in other digitally networked movements:
differentiated involvement, and a core group of activists who drive the campaign
(cf. Lee and Chan, 2016). Our findings show that the differentiated activity is
rooted in geography, with connections forged within and between particular
cities (Nicholls and Uitermark, 2017). Writing about the diffusion of sit-ins in
1960, Andrews and Biggs found “little evidence that social networks acted as a
channel for diffusion among cities” (2006, p. 752). In the #not1more campaign,
these channels are demonstrably provided by social media mechanisms. We would
further expect that the development of other digitally networked movements is
similarly influenced by proximity as a condition for transmission that produces
differentiated engagement. In short: geography remains of importance in the
configuration of social relations in digital networking. Some scholars have
suggested that place-specific qualities become more important as the friction of
distance decreases (Sassen, 1991; Storper, 1997) and this might also be true for
social movements. An avenue for further research is to examine proximity and
transmission of personal action frames in terms of reception and amplification of
meanings. Analysis of personal action frames that takes into account substantive
content would be an important step in that direction, which might be inspired by
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theorization of collective action frames geared to meaning structures (Benford
and Snow, 2000; Gamson, 1995). This would allow for consideration of digital
networking as the mimetic mechanisms discussed in terms of scaling up (McAdam
et al., 2001; Tarrow and McAdam, 2005) and diffusion (Andrews and Biggs, 2006;
Chabot and Duyvendak, 2002; Givan, Roberts, and Soule, 2010).
While social media allow activists to digitally network with others far and
wide, solidarities tend to emerge in accordance to location and interest. We believe
that geographical and social proximity provides sufficient levels of solidarity
needed to ensure some stability within these movements. Proximity continues
to be crucial to the configuration of the networks in digital activist campaigns.
Herein lies the paradox of digital activism: while it has the capacity to dissolve
spatial barriers, proximity is essential for sustaining relations over time.
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Abstract
The immigrant rights movement in the United States evolved from largely localised
and grassroots struggles in the 1990s into a coherent and coordinated national social
movement in the late 2000s and 2010s. Scaling up in this way is challenging because
grassroots organisations tend to lack the resources needed to operate at the national
level over an extended period. This paper examines how this movement overcame
the obstacle by focusing on the role of national organisations in concentrating key
resources (money, political capital, discursive power) and developing a national
social movement infrastructure. The consequences of this process are shown to be
paradoxical: While it enabled potent advocacy in the national political arena, the
concentration of resources generated constraints on strategies and tactics, inequalities,
and conflicts between different factions of the movement. This chapter describes
the process by drawing on interviews with key stakeholders, tax files, newspapers,
foundation documents, and White House visitor records.
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Introduction
From the late 1980s to the early 2000s, immigrant rights advocacy was largely a
local affair. Most organisations fought for the workplace rights of undocumented
immigrants and pushed cities and counties to accommodate new populations
(Coutin, 2003; Fine, 2006; Gonzales, 2014; Milkman, 2006; Nicholls and
Uitermark, 2017) Localities were strategic environments: They allowed resource
poor organisations to build up their social capital, pool resources, collaborate on
campaigns, and exert pressure in accessible political arenas. National battles in the
halls of federal power would require enormous resources that most immigrant
rights organisations simply did not have. While immigrant activists could wage
local campaigns to create accommodating policies, most lacked the capacity to
support lengthy national campaigns to change federal immigration policy. The
mismatch between the local spaces of mobilisation and the federal spaces of
political power confounded advocates as the federal government pursued stricter
policies in the late 1990s and 2000s.
By the early 2010s, the immigrant rights movement had developed into
a full-fledged nationwide social movement, as described in the introduction to
this volume (Bloemraad and Voss, 2019). A coherent leadership group had access
to millions of dollars in funding. These resources enabled leaders to develop a
sophisticated infrastructure that connected hundreds of advocacy organisations
around the country and steering them into campaigns to pass comprehensive
immigration reform. The fight for immigrant rights, therefore, morphed from
scattered local battles into an integrated and powerful movement. While the
movement never achieved its principal goal of comprehensive immigration
reform, it did succeed in pushing immigration reform and immigrant rights to the
centre of the national political stage.
The paper has three objectives. First, it aims to describe the development
of a national social movement. Second, it explains this process in terms of the
concentration of economic, political, and discursive resources by leading
organisations. Third, it shows that the consequences of this process have been
contradictory. While it created a vehicle fight for making demands in national
politics, the accumulation of resources by a small number of professionalised
organisations made the leadership risk-averse, unequal, and prone to internal
conflicts.
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Nationalising a social movement: the challenges of scaling up
Scaling up to the national level is essential if activists are to have an impact where
it arguably matters most: the federal government. At the same time, the gains of
scaling up are counterbalanced by inequalities between organisations, dependence
on elites for essential resources, and conflicts between the ‘haves’ and ‘have nots’
of the movement.

Nationalising and professionalising social movement organisations
The scholarship on social movements draws attention to the considerable barriers
faced by local activists with national ambitions ( Nicholls, 2009; Nicholls and
Uitermark, 2017; Routledge, 2003; Sikkink, 2005; Soule, 2013; Tarrow, 2005;
Tarrow and McAdam, 2005). Resource scarcity impedes the ability of small, less
formal, and local organisations to create and maintain national networks and
organisations ( Nicholls, 2009; Routledge, 2003).
Small and less formal organisations may develop a loose sense of solidarity
with geographically distant actors but they are not likely to invest time and scarce
resources to develop a durable national infrastructure and coordinate sustained
activism. Consequently, participation in national or transnational campaigns tends
to be limited to ‘partial commitments, verbal compromises, and organisational drift
from one issue to another as priorities and agendas change’ (Tarrow and McAdam,
2005). This makes it difficult for local, less formal, and grassroots organisations to
enter the national political arena and mount campaigns to change federal policy.
In spite of the constraints described above, the immigrant rights movement
in the United States evolved from largely localised struggles in the 1990s into a
coherent and coordinated national social movement in the late 2000s and early
2010s. How did the movement overcome the imposing obstacles? We maintain
that the concentration of resources by leading advocacy organisations made it
possible for the movement to shift to the national scale. Such resources come
in different forms and from different sources. First of all, becoming active in
national politics requires money (Clark and Heath, 2015; Kohl-Arenas, 2016).
Economic resources enable organisations to grow, acquire staff with specialised
and professional skills, plan for long-term goals, lobby high ranking political
officials, invest in countrywide organisational infrastructure and enact farreaching mobilisations. Second, the acquisition of political resources in the form
of a good political reputation and strong relations with political elites facilitates
ongoing engagement in federal policy. Advocacy organisations that develop strong
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relations with federal officials can stand a better chance to influence policy while
also gaining valuable information about the inner workings of government. Lastly,
discursive resources allow actors to produce politically resonant discourses and
ensure their dissemination to a broad public (Voss, Silva, and Bloemraad, 2019).
These resources include intimate understandings of the national culture, skills to
craft persuasive and resonant messages, and connections to the press (journalists,
editors, producers) that permit wide diffusion. Discursive resources have become
more valuable as mass communication has become an important part of national
level advocacy (Bennett, 2005).
The accumulation of resources is strongly associated with organisational
professionalization (McCarthy and Zald, 1977; Staggenborg, 1988; Walker,
2014). In terms of financial resources, McCarthy and Zald note in their
seminal article that, ‘The larger the income flow to a SMO [social movement
organisation] the more likely that cadre and staff are professional and the larger
are these groups’ (McCarthy and Zald, 1977, p. 1234). More resources and greater
professionalization has how organisations operate and express the voice of their
constituents in the public sphere ‘The proliferating new organisations’, Putnam
argues, ‘are professionally staffed advocacy organisations, not member centred,
locally based associations. The newer groups focus on expressing policy views in
the national political debate’ (Putnam, 2000, p. 70). These organisations, in other
words, have pro forma members or no members at all, with their headquarters
located in Washington D.C., rather than the geographical strongholds of their
members (Putnam, 2000).
The new type of professional organisations are effective in raising more
money, acquiring greater expertise, exercising influence on the federal policy
making process, and reaching out to more people (Putnam, 2000). Just as
important, formal and professional organisations are more sustainable than small
informal organisations. ‘A formalised structure ensures’, according to Staggenborg,
‘that there will be continuity in the performance of maintenance tasks and that the
SMO will be prepared to take advantage of elite preferences and environmental
opportunities’ (1988, p. 597).
The attributes of these new organisations (highly professionalized and centred
in the nation’s capital) can weaken ties to grassroots organisations and networks,
making it more difficult to recruit and retain activists, especially for risky political
campaigns (Putnam, 2000; Skocpol, 2004b, 2004a; Zald and McCarthy, 1987).
Diminished recruitment and retention capacities can undermine the mobilization

4
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of people and result in unsuccessful campaigns (Zald and McCarthy, 1987). To
make up for deficient grassroots social capital, some national organisations form
partnerships with prominent, social capital rich local organisations, essentially
contracting out grassroots mobilisation capacities to their local partners.
For the case of immigrant rights activism, we call these influential local
partners regional organisations because they assume leadership over broad
regional coalitions and have strong ties with smaller and more informal activist
organisations in their metropolitan areas. Partnerships between regional and
national organisations provide national organisations with an important gateway
into the immigrant rights grassroots. Such a partnership can also benefit the
regional organisations. These organisations are rich in social capital, but they are
comparatively poor in economic, political, and discursive resources. Partnership
allow the regionals to enter the national political arena and acquire new resources
(i.e. new funding sources, relations with federal lawmakers, media exposure).
Thus, whereas the social capital of regional organisations allows national
organisations to reach into the grassroots, the economic, political, and discursive
resources of national organisations allow regionals to enter national political
battles. The paper maintains that resource interdependency between the two
types of organisations results in a partnership that undergirds the national social
movement infrastructure.

Consequences of scaling up the movement
The advantages of well-resourced and professional organisations, however, are
counterbalanced by certain disadvantages. First, the accumulation of resources
contributes to oligarchy and the stratification of the social movement (Mann,
1986; Rucht, 1999). Collective enterprises, according to Michael Mann (Mann,
1986), involve both cooperative (power to) and distributive (power over) power.
‘For the division of labour is deceptive: Although it involves specialisation of the
function at all levels, the top overlooks and directs the whole’ (Mann, 1986, p. 7).
The dominant organisations are in a stronger position to determine the strategy,
targets, goals, and discursive frames of the social movement. They can also capture
a greater share of the returns on collective action in terms of more foundation
support, political access, and media coverage. Moreover, the professionalisation of
the movement enhances the prominence of college-educated experts. This results
in social distance between middle class staff and precarious constituents and
grassroots activists. Growing inequalities can spark conflicts between the ‘haves’
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(rich, professional, national) and ‘have nots’ (precarious, less professional, local)
of a movement. Between these poles, regional organisations sit in a contradictory
position because they draw important resources from both national organisations
(money, political access, media exposure) and local, less formal groups (grassroots
social capital).
Second, organisations that are overly dependent on elite sources for financial
and political capital can prioritise the interests of elite benefactors (Kohl-Arenas,
2016; Piven and Cloward, 1977). Organisations need to hire professionals with
expertise in writing grants and cultivating strong ties to program officers in large
foundations. These organisations, in Skocpol’s terms, ‘have a greater need to pay
attention to foundations and wealthy patrons’ (Skocpol, 2004b, p. 11). Foundations
can influence organisations by prioritising funding to reformist organisations and
campaigns while pushing further professionalisation (Kohl-Arenas, 2016; Skocpol,
2004b). Organisations can also become dependent on favourable relations with
elected officials for their political capital. As noted above, political access provides
organisations a seat at the table during negotiations and scarce and valuable
insider information. Access can also be used to leverage more money from
foundations, more attention from the media, and more status from other social
movement organisations. Similarly, Skocpol observes that, ‘they [organisations]
must cultivate access to government professionals in order to be able to claim to
their public audiences that they have an impact on public policy making’ (Skocpol,
2004b, p. 11). Government officials are very aware of the value placed on political
access and use the denial of it to ensure the compliance of organisations. The mere
threat of losing access is oftentimes enough to ensure acquiescence.
In sum, organisations need to enter the national political arena if they want
to shape federal policy. Entry requires enormous resources to fund campaigns,
influence policy decisions, and produce resonant discourses for the national
public. This process, by most accounts, makes social movement organisations
more effective and efficient. However, these positive results introduce negative
consequences such as inequalities, endemic conflicts, and dependence on elite
patrons.

4
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Methodology
This chapter draws on multiple sources. First, the descriptive account of the
movement draws on 25 interviews with executive directors and lead organisers of
important immigrant rights advocacy organisations. To identify the concentration
of economic, political, and discursive resources, we compiled four databases from
a variety of sources, including tax documents, newspapers, Obama administration
records, and the Open Society Foundation.
First, to assess economic resources, we developed a funding database
(Nicholls et al., 2016). The non-random sample consists of 49 immigrant advocacy
organisations derived from three different sources (Lexis Nexis, the Foundation
Center, and referrals from colleagues in other organisations). Tax forms (IRS 990)
provided information on the ‘grants and contributions’ most of these organisations
received from the early 2000s to the early 2012. Several of the 49 organisations
were excluded from our figures because they were either extreme outliers or
their tax information was incomplete. The Foundation Center provided data on
foundationss that have made grants to immigrant advocacy organisations. We
have been able to assess investments in the immigrant rights movement and the
types of organisations that benefited most.
Second, to assess political resources, we examined access to the White House
by creating a White House visitors’ database, for each of the 49 organisations
identified in our non-random sample. It covers the first five years of the Obama
Administration (2009–2014). We retrieved information from the White House
visitor webpage7 and identified organisations by the names of strategic employees.
Names were information on them through organisation websites, the newspaper
dataset (see below), LinkedIn profiles, and extensive website searches. We employ
analysis to examine the political resources of different organisations. This data
is also used to perform a network analysis of organisations visiting the White
House. In the analysis, each organisation is a node and a tie is assigned between
organisations visiting the White House simultaneously. We compare the network
of 2009–2011 with the network of 2012–2014.
Third, to assess discursive power, we use a newspaper dataset based on the
claim analysis method outlined by Ruud Koopmans and Paul Statham (Koopmans
and Statham, 1999). From the Lexis Nexis database, we extracted articles with the
7	https://open.whitehouse.gov/dataset/White-House-Visitor-Records-Requests/p86s-ychb#columnmenu, retrieved August 20, 2015.
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key words ‘immigration reform’ and ‘immigration protest’. All relevant articles on
immigrant rights were included, while editorials and opinion articles have been
excluded. For the 2000–2014 period 1254 newspaper articles were extracted,
from which 5422 claims were coded. The database includes information about
the articles (publication dates, newspapers, titles, authors, locations) as well as
information on the claim-makers (name, affiliation, claim).
Lastly, we compiled a database of 44 Open Society Foundation (OSF) project
documents procured through DC Leaks.8 OSF was the second most important
funder of immigrant advocacy organisations and its project descriptions give
valuable information on the beliefs and strategies of some of the leading immigrant
rights advocates. We keep with established journalistic rules concerning the use of
documents leaked by WikiLeaks. We have ensured that sensitive or compromising
information is not used.

4

The development of a national immigrant rights movement,
2000–2014
The 2000–2014 period is key in the transition of immigrant rights advocacy. At
the beginning of this period, activism was centred in localities and there were no
sustainable national advocacy organisations. By the end of this period, there was
a professional, well-resourced and nationally integrated advocacy infrastructure.
This section describes the process.

Creating a national infrastructure
A basic national infrastructure emerged in the early 2000s. Most organisations
were local and focused on organising immigrant workers and pushing for
accommodating local immigration policies (Fine, 2006; Milkman, 2006; Nicholls
and Uitermark, 2017). Some of these organisations became more prominent in
large metropolitan areas like Los Angeles, Chicago, Baltimore, Washington D.C.,
and New York City. They formed region-wide coalitions and led a number of
important campaigns. These regional organisations were focused on local fights for
immigrant rights but they also formed loose connections to one another through
itinerant activists and organisations, mutual friends, funders, and so on. These
8

http://soros.dcleaks.com/view?div=us, retrieved August 20, 2015.
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relations permitted the circulation of basic ideas, materials, and organising methods
but they were too weak to permit sophisticated and long-term coordination at the
national scale.
In 1997, the national social justice organisation, Center for Community
Change (CCC), spearheaded the National Campaign for Jobs and Income
Support. The campaign aimed to push back on a recent law (Personal
Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act PRWORA) that
imposed important restrictions on recipients of welfare. CCC assembled a
large and diverse national coalition consisting of welfare, labour, religious, and
neighbourhood organisations. It also reached out to the regional immigrant
rights organisations. According to CCC’s director Deepak Bhargava, prior to
this coalition regional immigrant organisations were ‘definitely at the periphery
of CCC’s orbit of grassroots organisations around the country. They had not
been a central relationship for us’.9 Regional organisations came to the attention
of CCC because they were at the forefront of innovative immigrant worker
campaigns (Fine, 2006). CCC’s campaign provided them a platform to raise
the issue of immigration among prominent national advocacy organisations
and enter the federal political arena.
In 2000, regional immigrant rights organisations within CCC’s broader
coalition formed the Immigrant Organising Committee. This was one of the first
efforts to formally link regional and national advocacy organisations. The regional
leaders, in conjunction with CCC, set their long-term goal as the legalisation
of undocumented immigrants. ‘We said’, according to one Los Angeles-based
organiser Mayron Payes, ‘“What do we have in common?” You need to have
something to build around. The issue of a lack of documents became the common
issue’.10 The immigrant rights organisers pushed this network and CCC to invest
more resources in this struggle.
They propositioned CCC to say, ‘Hey, no one wants to talk about legalisation
of the undocumented in Washington, D.C. We need a national organisation
to take up this cause and back us up, bring us together, to support us.’ It was a
big issue for the organisations, not one that CCC had worked on previously.

9
Personal interview Deepak Bhargava, executive director of the Center for Community Change.
10	
Personal interview Mayron Payes, organiser of the Center for Community Change and former
organiser of the Center for Humane Immigrant Rights of Los Angeles.
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Really, it was kind of them coming to us and saying ‘we need what CCC can
bring.’11

The Immigrant Organising Committee became its own independent entity,
renamed the Fair Immigration Reform Movement (FIRM) in 2003. Approximately
15 regional immigrant rights organisations made up FIRM’s core leadership
circle. The leading regional organisations had regular contact with one another
throughout FIRM’s existence, as described by the director of CASA Maryland,
‘With FIRM, we have been doing weekly conference calls for the last 15 years.
That is how we connect with Center for Community Change, which created FIRM
and still plays a major role to bring us together’.12 Thus, the basic structure of the
national movement was in place: a partnership between professional national
organisations (CCC at first, followed by others) and regional organisations
through the vehicle of FIRM.

4

Institutionalising a division of labour
From the mid-2000s onwards, the leading advocates created a division of labour
to manage national campaigns for comprehensive immigration reform legislation.
2006 was a watershed year (Bloemraad and Voss, 2011; Zepeda-Millán, 2017).
Massive mobilisations across the country fought back the punitive bill from
the House of Representatives, ‘Border Protection, Anti-terrorism and Illegal
Immigration Control Act’. It was also the year that the emergent immigrant rights
movement launched its first serious campaign to pass comprehensive immigration
reform. CCC, FIRM, National Council of La Raza (NCLR), National Immigration
Forum (NIF), and approximately 30 other organisations formed the Coalition
for Comprehensive Immigration Reform. The organisations developed a division
of labour consisting of the following pillars: NCLR focused on the legislative
process, legal organisations specialised in the legislative analysis; NIF worked
on communication, and CCC and FIRM coordinated grassroots mobilisations.
In spite of their growing coordination, these organisations failed to pass the
Comprehensive Immigration Reform Act in 2006 and 2007.

11
12

Personal interview, Deepak Bhargava, executive director of the Center for Community Change.
Personal interview Gustavo Torres, executive director of CASA de Maryland.
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The coalition and campaign created a durable infrastructure that would be
reproduced in the subsequent two campaigns for comprehensive immigration
reform. On the heels of the recent defeat, the national leadership met in spring
2008 to discuss the way forward. An Open Society memorandum summarising the
meeting reported, ‘Bruised but undaunted, leading national and local advocates
have come together in multiple retreats and planning meetings to conduct an
extensive analysis and to develop a new immigration reform strategy’.13 Reform
Immigration for America (RIFA) was born from these early meetings. It would be
the second national coalition to prosecute the campaign for immigration reform.
Another leading foundation, the Atlantic Foundation, reiterated the general
enthusiasm for the new campaign.
After that setback [failure to pass reform in 2006 and 2007], Atlantic provided
funds for the key advocacy groups we support – including the Center for
Community Change, National Council of La Raza, National Immigration
Forum and Asian American Justice Center – to regroup and come back with
a proposal for strengthening their efforts next time. The result was Reform
Immigration for America (RIFA), a strong coalition with resources provided
by Atlantic  … and other funders that have enabled the movement to field an
unprecedented campaign.14

Thus, following a string of defeats, foundations and leading organisations came
back and doubled down on comprehensive immigration reform.
Leading reform advocates believed that they had fought a narrow, top-down
policy battle in 2006 and 2007, focused mostly on lobbying federal lawmakers.
This, many believed, weakened their abilities to mobilise broad national support
for immigration reform. The director of CCC remembers that ‘our inability to
match the nativist forces toe to toe in 2007 is unquestionably what cost us the bill.
I think even people who had a view that the best thing is the insider way behind
closed doors realised, uh-oh, we have to have mobilisation capacity that’s like the
capacity that the nativists have or we won’t get this thing done’.15 He goes on to
note that,
13	Open Society Foundations (2008) ‘Special Funding Request for Immigration Comeback Strategy’,
August 25.
14	LaMarche, G. (2010). A growing drumbeat from activists energises drive for urgent immigration
reform. The Atlantic Philanthropies, March 18.
15
Personal interview, Deepak Bhargava, executive director of the Center for Community Change
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RIFA was sort of like the 2.0 if you will for this effort. It was much more
based on the philosophy that we needed the majority of the House [of
Representatives], 60 Senators and one president. It was very much a
field-based campaign. That included mobilisations around the country. That
included building a massive list of immigrant rights supporters that still
exists. It’s a 1.5-million-person activist list to generate calls to Congress. It
had a much more equal balance between insider and outsider strategies.16

Responding to its deficient mobilisation capacities, the leaders designed RIFA’s
infrastructure to be centralised and far reaching. Two Washington D.C.-based
organisations assumed leadership roles of the broad coalition: Center for
Community Change (CCC) and National Immigration Forum (NIF). The new
coalition’s managing director was Rich Stolz, a staff member of both CCC and
NIF. The spokesperson, field director, and digital director were also staff members
of CCC. The Chairperson was Ali Noorani, the executive director of NIF. In
addition to being centralised, the coalition was also broad. Between 2009 and
2012, the coalition connected nearly 800 organisations around the country. These
organisations ranged from very small organisations to large multi-issue advocacy
organisations.
The centralised leadership adopted and formalised the division of labour
from the previous campaigns. Ali Noorani described the division of labour
in the following way, ‘The infrastructure of RIFA was a four pillar campaign
structure … Each pillar had a lead organisation that was responsible for drawing
together table conversations within that pillar of organisations of the local and/
or nation levels’.17 The pillars included: (1) the promotion of citizenship and voter
mobilisation, (2) improved policy strategy with stronger researcher and advocacy
components, (3) a potent communication wing to ‘create a powerful narrative to
support reform’,18 and (4) a cohesive network of grassroots organisations to pressure
federal lawmakers. Because of its direct ties to regional and local organisations,
FIRM and CCC assumed leadership over the fourth pillar, grassroots mobilisation.
They divided the national map into state and regional districts. According to RIFA’s
director at the time,

4

16
Personal interview, Deepak Bhargava, executive director of the Center for Community Change.
17
Personal interview Ali Noorani, executive director of National Immigration Forum.
18	Open Society Foundations. 2008. ‘Special Funding Request for Immigration Comeback Strategy’.
August 25.
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There were organisers for each region of the country assigned to provide
support and help to drive work in the different states. Their job was to
spend a lot of time with the different organisations in the different states.
Key organisations were identified in each state, sometimes groups of
organisations to organise coalitions within those states, so that whatever
primary organisation was working directly with a campaign there was a
much larger network in each state of additional organisations.19

Lastly, RIFA and its regional partners sponsored hundreds of trainings across the
country. These trainings were essential for connecting local actors to one another,
integrating them into the national infrastructure, generating common norms
and identities, and shaping how dispersed advocates talked about immigration
reform. Thus, RIFA developed an infrastructure with clear lines of command
and control between core national leaders (mostly in Washington D.C.), regional
organisations, and more local and grassroots organisations. The infrastructure was
used to launch another effort to pass comprehensive immigration reform in 2010.

Consolidating a national and professional leadership
The national leadership was fully consolidated with the most recent coalition, Alliance
for Citizenship (A4C). Created in December 2012, it was a successor of RIFA and
adopted its legislative goal of passing comprehensive immigration reform. But while
A4C adopted the same strategy as RIFA, it developed a different infrastructure.
Rather than federalise the movement (consisting of a central command centre
with regional districts), it concentrated more power in the hands of a number of
professional advocacy organisations. The number of affiliated organisations at its
peak was 49 – much less than the over 800 organisations that had been part of
RIFA. The leadership of the coalition in 2013 was made up of established national
organisations. The only non-D.C. organisation to make it into the leadership rank
was National Immigration Law Center (NILC), headquartered in Los Angeles.
A4C was also highly professionalised. For instance, A4C’s Development Manager,
Operations Manager, and Deputy Campaign Manager for Policy and Legislation
were employed by professional consulting firms that had little experience with local
19

Personal interview Rich Stolz, co-director of Illinois Coalition for Immigrant and Refugee Rights.
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grassroots organising. While A4C continued to partner with regional organisations
vis-à-vis FIRM, there was less interest to cultivate grassroots mobilisation capacity.
Thus, the immigrant rights movement created a national infrastructure with
a clear division of labour that connected its national and professional leadership to
regional advocacy organisations. This structure and the organisations became the
preeminent force within the immigrant rights movement.

Concentrating economic, political, discursive resources
The transition into a powerful national social movement was made possible
through the acquisition of economic, political, and discursive resources. These
resources enabled the leading organisations to build an infrastructure, lobby
politicians, and exert its voice in the media.

4

Concentration of economic resources
Substantial investments by some of the country’s largest foundations enabled
advocacy organisations to build the infrastructure needed to move onto the
national political stage. In 2008, an Open Society report stated that ‘Funders are
coming together again to ensure that the investments made last year serve as the
foundation to build upon for the long haul until reform is achieved’.20 As can be seen
in Figure 4.1, IRS data point to a substantial increase in funding (‘contributions
and grants’) to the organisations in our sample, increasing from $56 million in
2000 to $174 million in 2012.
Funders did not only write checks. They were actively engaged in strategy
sessions, workshops and meetings with the executive directors of advocacy
organisations. ‘The credit for our movement’, observed the CCC director, ‘goes to
immigrant leaders who had the courage to step out of the shadows. But the growth
and speed of the movement was significantly aided by a small number of visionary
philanthropies’ (cited in Preston, 2014, emphasis added). Twenty foundations were
responsible for two thirds of grants and the Ford Foundation and Open Society21
were the two most prominent among these.
20	Open Society Foundations. 2008. ‘Special Funding Request for Immigration Comeback Strategy’.
August 25.
21	This consists of two organisations associated with financier and philanthropist George Soros: the
Open Society Foundation and the Open Society Institute.
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Figure 4.1. Growing contributions and grants to immigrant rights organisations. Source: Tax forms (IRS 990).
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Note: Excluding NAL, NGA and NCIC because there is no IRS data available for them. Excluding UWD and
NBIRC because IRS data falls outside the period under investigation. And excluding ACLU, SPLC and SEIU
because these large multi-issue organisations bias the results with their extraordinary high revenues.

The financial bounty enabled national organisations to undertake costly
communication research (e.g. focus groups, public opinion surveys), run training
in localities across the country, and lobby national politicians and develop
relations with political elites. They could also use their financial sources to hire
highly skilled and well-educated staff to perform these important functions.

Concentration of political resources
The leaders of the movement accumulated political capital by developing strong
relations with the Obama administration and the Democratic leadership of the
House and Senate. The Obama administration enacted a vigorous community
outreach program early in its first term. It created the Office of Public Engagement
to ‘create and coordinate opportunities for direct dialogue between the Obama
Administration and the American public while bringing new voices to the table and
ensuring that everyone can participate and inform the work of the President’.22. This
was by no means a symbolic gesture. The Office of Public Engagement’s director,
Valerie Jarrett, was a Senior Advisor to the President. The Office hired staff with
direct ties to prominent immigrant advocacy organisations including the Center
22

https://www.whitehouse.gov/engage/office, retrieved August 20, 2015.
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for Community Change, National Council of La Raza and the United Farmworkers
Union. Moreover, advocacy organisations enjoyed frequent access to important
White House officials, including President Obama (see, Table 4.1). Based on the
White House Visitor Records, there were approximately 854 individual visits to
the White House during 2009–2014 and 503 meetings involving the organisations
in our sample. The Bush administration had supported immigration reform but
granted limited direct access to advocacy organisations.23
Table 4.1. Meetings at the White House attended by immigrant rights organisations.

Number of meetings in WH
2009
2010
2011
2012
2013
2014
Total

34
80
95
82
107
105
503

Total number of times
NGO’s visited the WH
47
138
152
135
188
194
854

1 NGO
24
55
69
65
76
73
362

Organisations present
during meetings
2 NGO’s
>2
NGO’s
8
2
13
12
12
14
7
10
16
15
15
17
71
70

4

Good relations with important political officials provided a seat at the table and
some influence over policy and legislation. White House access had secondary
benefits because it improved the status of advocacy organisations, which could
then be leveraged into more foundation support and media exposure. Lastly, access
and political capital provided leading organisations with scarce and highly valued
information about the internal machinations of government and the preferences
of government officials.

Concentration of discursive resources
Communication was a central pillar of the national immigrant rights movement.
National leaders developed a sophisticated strategy consisting of message
development, message training to thousands, and fostering relations with
producers, editors, and reporters. The communication strategy allowed the
advocacy organisations to disseminate their mobilisation frames and messages to
the broad public. ‘The Communications Pillar’, according to one Open Society
23

Personal interview Clarissa Martinez De Castro, Deputy Vice President of NCLR.
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document, ‘is working through mainstream and ethnic television, radio, online and
print media’.24 As shown in Figure 4.2, of 5422 claims included in the newspaper
database, organisations (pro- and anti-immigrant non-profit organisations, unions,
religious organisations, businesses) accounted for 32.7% of claims made between
2000 and 2014. Whereas pro- and anti-immigrant claims enjoyed similar levels of
influence at the beginning of the decade, the gap between them grew substantially
since the mid-decade. By 2014, 71% of all claims made by these organisations
were favourable to immigrant rights while only 19.5% were against immigrant
rights and comprehensive immigration reform. The increasing prominence of
pro-immigrant claims overlaps directly with the national consolidation of the
immigrant rights movement.
Figure 4.2. Pro- and anti-immigrant rights claim (%) by non-business organisations.

Source: Lexis Nexis.

In sum, the concentration of economic, political and discursive resources allowed
the movement to build national infrastructure, lobby national officials, and develop
a commanding voice in the national debate. The immigrant rights movement, for
the first time, became an important player in the national political arena.

24	Open Society Foundations. 2009. ‘Grant Recommendations for the 2009 Immigration Reform
Campaign’. April 29.

100

58807 Sander van Haperen.indd 100

12-10-19 11:58

GOING NATIONAL

Movement stratification
The downside of resource concentration was the stratification of the social
movement.

Stratification of economic resources
Organisations with established relations to big funders stood a better chance to
capture resources and become leading organisations. Foundations like Open
Society worked directly with leading organisations like CCC and NIF to devise
strategy and set priorities. With Deepak Bhargava serving on the board of
Open Society, CCC could influence the funding choices of the foundation. One
assessment of Mr Bhargava’s role in Open Society noted that ‘His multifaceted role
provided unique and thoughtful insights that enabled us to quickly understand
complex dynamics and marshal resources, beyond what other funders could or
would do, in support of immigrant rights’.25 Ali Noorani, director of the NIF,
reflected on these close relations.

4

As a managing organisation for RIFA, we had a budget management
responsibility. As a function of that, we ended up in a place where we would
be communicating quite a bit with the funders and either answering their
questions, where dollars needed to go, and other times re-granting or
contracting dollars out for campaign related purposes.26

The top foundations displayed a preference for large grants that typically benefited
professional national organisations.
Relations between organisations and funders contributed to inequalities.
Drawing on IRS 990 over the 2000–2012, the top five organisations of our
sample captured close to 70% of contributions and grants. Moreover, national
organisations located in Washington D.C. had a greater chance of obtaining grant
revenue than others. The average annual revenue (2000–2012) for a national
organisation headquartered inside D.C. was $12.6 million, a national organisation
headquartered outside Washington D.C. had a revenue of $3.9 million, and a
regional or local organisation $1.2 million. As seen in Figure 4.3, after 2006, the
gap between national organisations (D.C. versus non-D.C.) grows considerably.
25
26

Open Society Foundations. 2016. ‘Open Society U.S. Programs Board Meeting’. May 4–6.
Personal interview Ali Noorani, director of the National Immigration Forum.
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This period overlaps with the creation of RIFA and increased collaboration
between national organisations and major funders. There were also inequalities
in the salaries of executive directors. By 2012, the average salary of an executive
director of a local organisation was $52,000, which compared poorly to national
organisations inside Washington D.C. ($316,000) and outside Washington D.C.
($200,000).
Figure 4.3: Geographical attributes and average grant-contribution per organisation

Figure 4.3: Geographical attributes and average grant-contribution per organisation.
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large multi-issue organisations bias the results with their extraordinary high revenues.

Major financial resources allowed national organisations to hire more professional
staff, reduce uncertainties, and develop long-term strategic plans. Enhanced
capacities made these organisations more competitive in seeking out large grants
from foundations, placing them on a virtuous cycle of growth and prosperity. Small
and local organisations, by contrast, depended on small grants from a limited
range of funders. This resulted in resource scarcity and uncertainty, making it
difficult to stabilise, plan beyond short-term needs, and acquire more funding
from a more diverse pool of funders. Locked into this structural path, they had
great difficulty scaling up to national politics on their own. Either they continued
to engage primarily in local politics or they connected to national politics through
the mainstream immigrant rights movement. Regional organisations were better
off than local grassroots groups because national organisations connected them to
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new funding opportunities, allowing them to escape the penury and uncertainty
of smaller grassroots organisations.

Stratification of political resources
A handful of organisations, according to the White House Visitor Records,
had more contact with the most powerful White House officials working on
immigration policy. NCLR was the most prominent organisation in terms of the
quantity and quality of access. Of NCLR’s 115 White House visits, 73 were with
prominent officials, and 36 of those were with President Obama. NIF, CCC, CAP,
and SEIU also had regular visits with prominent White House officials.
Geography played a major role in differentiating political access. National
organisations headquartered in Washington D.C., had the highest average number
of visits, accounting for two-thirds of all visits. National organisations outside
of Washington D.C., enjoyed some access but it paled in comparison. Leading
organisations were not only meeting more, but the White House served as a focal
point for bolstering the leadership network. As can be seen in Figure 4.4, the
national network grew stronger as organisations gained political access, both due
to an increase in the number of meetings as well as an increase in the average
number of organisations present. At the same time, the most central organisations
reinforced their position: Out of the 10 most central organisations in 2009–
2011, 9 are the most central in 2012-2014. The increased political access was
unevenly distributed between grassroots and national organisations, as national
organisations reinforced central positions in the network by being present at
more meetings with others. Some regional organisations like CHIRLA or CASA
Maryland enjoyed some access but they still trailed D.C.-based organisations.
The national leadership was important in assuming responsibility over
the communication strategy and apparatus of the movement. In 2008, the
organisation America’s Voice was charged with the communication pillar. Its
executive director Frank Sharry and his associates assumed primary responsibility
over communications. They produced effective messages and trained many
organisations and activists in their use. Even when regional and local organisations
spoke in the media, they were often working off centrally produced scripts.

4
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Figure 4.4. Network of organisations meeting together at the White House (2009-2011 and 2012-2014).

Note: Red: National organisation with HQ in D.C. Orange: National organisation HQ not in D.C. Blue::
Regional or local organisations. Source: White House Visitor Records.

Geographically, the claims of national organisations based in Washington
D.C., became increasingly prominent from 2008 onward (see Figure 4.5). In 2005
and 2006, national organisations (red) headquartered in Washington D.C. were
on the margins of public debate, accounting for only 7.2% and 11% of claims.
This changed in the following years as the growth of D.C.-based organisations
accelerated and surpassed local and regional organisations. By 2013 and 2014
Washington D.C.-based organisations assumed a dominant role in the media,
establishing themselves as the principal representatives of the movement.
Thus, from the late 2000s onward, the articulation of claims was directed
from above. Well-endowed organisations and people, most of whom were not
precarious immigrants, assumed responsibility in representing immigrants to the
press. They crafted what to say, directed how to say it, and dominated interventions
in major news outlets.
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Figure 4.5. Proportion of claims by pro-immigration organisations for different types of immigrant rights
organisations.
45%
40%
35%
30%
25%
20%
15%
10%

National in DC

National outside DC

4

2014

2013

2012

2011

2010

2009

2008

2007

2006

2005

2004

2003

2002

2001

0%

2000

5%

Regional/Local

Source: Lexis Nexis.

Consequences of stratification
Constraining the movement
White House access was an important source of political capital. It provided
organisations with the sense of having an important ally for the cause. Access
also provided valued and scarce insider information, which could then be used
to develop strategies while bolstering status positioning within the national social
movement. Organisations leveraged their insider status to acquire more money,
press exposure, and political capital.
The White House was cognisant of the value placed on access. They distributed
access differentially in order to blunt criticisms. ‘I do believe that access and
differential access, some of it is intentional. Much of it is intentional’, remarked
Tom Saenz the director of Mexican American Legal Defense and Education Fund
(MALDEF). ‘It is intended by the White House to signal power and influence’.27
If leaders pushed too hard on the administration, they risked losing access and
depleting a major source of political capital. The director of CASA described the
delicate dance in the following way:

27	Personal interview Thomas Saenz, executive director of Mexican American Legal Defense and
Educational Fund.
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Some people thought that confronting the President is losing an ally, a
partner who can fight for immigration reform. They saw that the people
who are responsible for this crisis were the Republicans only. That is the
internal conversation that we have when we say, hey, listen, each of them has
a specific responsibility. The Republicans are totally anti-immigrant. They
make a decision not to pass an immigration reform, but the President is
deporting our families and our people, and he had the power to stop that.
He had the power to switch that. That was the conversation back and forth
about, don’t touch the President because if you touch him, we lose a partner,
we lose an ally.

Torres goes on to note that the White House would signal its displeasure by
excluding critical organisations from meetings.
Interviewer: Did the White House signal that?
Torres: Oh, yeah. Of course!
Interviewer: They signalled that if you push on them, then you’ll lose access?
 orres: They don’t say exactly that but we know when the next meeting, they
T
don’t invite me, or the next meeting, they move a different strategy. We know
that. They don’t need to say it.28

National advocacy organisations could and did criticise the White House. But
there were limits on how far they could push without losing political access.
Consequently, leadership largely held back on criticising President Obama in the
press. Most criticisms published in news outlets were concentrated in 2014 (see
Table 4.2), the year that the most recent effort to pass comprehensive immigration
reform failed. The leadership pivoted in this year (following the lead of leftwing activists) and began to call for the President to use his executive authority
to provide millions of undocumented immigrants with temporary relief from
deportation. Prior to the pivot, the leading advocates took a cautious stand in their
public statements.
28

Open Society Foundations. 2013. ‘Open Society U.S. Programs Board Meeting’. September 3–4.
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Table 4.2. Public criticism of the executive branch and the immigration and customs enforcement (ICE).
Barack Obama
Generic White House
ICE
Total

2009
0
1
1
2

2010
2
2
4
8

2011
2
0
2
4

2012
4
0
2
6

2013
2
0
1
3

2014
24
5
0
29

Total
34
8
10
52

Large investments by a handful of foundations allowed them to influence the
objectives and priorities of immigrant rights organisations. Foundations exercised
influence over the movement by favouring organisations working on comprehensive
immigration reform over those mobilizing against enforcement and deportation.
Foundations certainly funded the latter but viewed this as a niche more than a
central component of the general immigrant rights movement. ‘The nature of
enforcement issues’, according to one Open Society report, ‘requires specific,
targeted interventions, and each of these organizations occupies an important
niche that the broader-based, and often more moderate, immigrant rights
organizations cannot fill because of their top-line goal of securing comprehensive
federal reform’.29 Recognizing the importance of this ‘niche’, foundations supported
organisations involved in these campaigns but most funding went to organizations
invested in the fight for comprehensive immigration reform. ‘[T]he CIR work’,
according to one foundation document, ‘was where most of the resources and
attention were focused’.30
Interestingly enough, Open Society also suggested that rather than it
constraining the strategic options of organisations, perhaps organisations
had undue influence over the foundation. A 2016 analysis of the strengths and
weaknesses of the immigrant rights movement suggested that CCC influenced the
foundation’s spending priorities.

4

We must also ask ourselves what the impact was of having a board member
(Deepak Bhargava, executive director of the Center for Community Change,
a co-chair of the A4C Working Group) also be relied upon as an expert in
the field advocating for CIR, as well as an interested party when it came to
investments that were ultimately made.

29
30

Open Society Foundations. 2016. ‘Open Society U.S. Programs Board Meeting’. May 4–6.
Personal interview Gustavo Torres, executive director CASA de Maryland.
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The report’s author goes on to state that, ‘It leads me to wonder whether our
focus on CIR made us lose sight of other opportunities that presented themselves
at the time’.31

Engendering conflict
The stratified organisational structure engendered conflict because it presented
different factions of the movement with contrasting motivations and constraints. The
national leadership was dominated by well-resourced and highly professionalised
organisations. Most staff were fairly removed from the urgent needs of immigrant
communities, while also depending on elites for essential resources. There was,
therefore, less urgency and greater constraints for confrontational and disruptive
tactics. By contrast, local and more informal organisations were rooted in
immigrant communities where stopping deportations were urgent. Their distance
from federal officials also provided them with the political freedom to pursue
confrontational tactics. The incentive structure at the two ends of the immigrant
rights movement precipitated important conflicts, which erupted during the last
two pushes for comprehensive immigration reform. Inequalities exacerbated
conflicts because critics of the national leadership often claimed that the leadership
was using its prominent position to capture a disproportionate share of resources
flowing into the movement. Thus, the stratified organisational structure generated
powerful conflicts that fractured the movement during two of its most important
campaigns (2010 and 2013/2014).
During the push to pass comprehensive immigration reform in 2010, a big
conflict erupted between the leadership and undocumented youth (Dreamers)
(Nicholls, 2013; Terriquez and Lin, 2019). Radical Dreamers protested the national
leadership’s strategy, resented their control over the direction of the immigrant
rights movement, and denounced the leadership as the ‘non-profit industrial
complex’. They believed that there was an opportunity to pass legislation to legalise
the status of Dreamers and there was an urgency to do so. During the spring of
2010, disgruntled Dreamers broke off from the national leadership and launched
their own campaign to pass a bill that would grant undocumented immigrants’
legal status. In a powerful statement explaining this move, Dreamers denounced
the leading non-profit organisations as much as the federal government and their
political adversaries.
31

Open Society Foundations. 2016. ‘Open Society U.S. Programs Board Meeting’. May 4–6.
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The nonprofit organisations and politicians pushing for Comprehensive
Immigration Reform continued to try to dictate what our actions should
be. We felt that a barrier in achieving legalisation was the Nonprofit Industrial
Complex. The Nonprofit Industrial Complex is a network of politicians, the
elite, foundations and social justice organisations. This system encourages
movements to model themselves after capitalist structures instead of challenging
them (Zamorano, Perez, Guitierrez, and Meza, 2010, emphasis added).

In the eyes of these dissenting Dreamers, the leadership had become a part of
the problem. Dreamers created their movement within a movement and fought
for legislation to legalise undocumented youth. While they were unable to win
legislation, they were able to push the Obama administration to enact Deferred
Action of Childhood Arrivals (DACA), which provided youth with temporary
relief from deportation.
A second conflict emerged during the push for comprehensive immigration
reform in 2013 and 2014. The leadership, in concert with Senate allies and the
Obama administration, created the Alliance for Citizenship to coordinate
the campaign for immigration reform. The National Day Laborer Organising
Network (NDLON) was open to comprehensive immigration reform but also
believed that pressure needed to be placed on the Obama administration to stop
mass deportations. It launched #Not1More as an ‘open source’ campaign (van
Haperen, Nicholls, and Uitermark, 2018), encouraging local activists to affiliate
through the simple application of the hashtag to their protest actions. The hashtag
provided a general frame to channel many different local struggles into the single
fight against deportations. NDLON was a national network of 66-day labour
hiring centres in localities across the country. While being a national organisation,
it was strongly embedded in the most precarious and vulnerable immigrant
communities. Stopping deportations and fighting restrictions were crucial matters
and NDLON had grown frustrated with leadership’s incapacity to hold the Obama
administration accountable for its policies. While NDLON had a strong motive
to launch a campaign targeting the Obama administration, it was not constrained
by the need to maintain White House access. The organisation participated in
two meetings at the White House in the early years and was never invited back
after they publicly criticised the administration in 2010. Its #Not1More campaign
spread like wildfire and captured the hearts and minds of the movement’s
passionate left flank. In mid-2014, the mainstream leadership pivoted and joined

4
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the effort because comprehensive immigration reform failed in the summer of
that year. The campaign ultimately pressured the Obama administration to pass an
executive order, Deferred Action for Parents of Childhood Arrivals (DAPA), on 17
November 2014. The executive order would have extended relief to an estimated
four to five million undocumented immigrants and repeal the administration’s
vaunted Secure Communities program. DAPA was reversed by a federal judge.
Thus, the stratified structure of the immigrant rights movement created factions
with contrasting incentives and goals. The national leadership was constrained and
somewhat removed from the urgent matter of deportations. Local and more informal
groups were embedded in immigrant communities (cf. de Graauw, Gleeson, and
Bada, 2019). Deportations were a constant threat to their lives and they had fewer
political constraints. They believed that they had no other choice but to confront the
government, nativist adversaries, and the movement’s leadership. Thus, rather than
going into the battles for immigration reform as a unified front, the organisational
structure immediately fractured ties, with the most dynamic and militant factions
removing themselves partially or completely from the reform effort.

Conclusion
This chapter has analysed the process by which local struggles for immigrant rights
became a national social movement (Bloemraad and Voss, 2019). This was by no
means a natural or easy process. As the literature on social movements makes
clear, smaller organisations face important resource impediments when scaling
up. In the case of the immigrant rights movement, scaling up was especially
challenging because the federal government was assuming greater powers in
the area of immigration enforcement in the very period when the struggle for
immigrant rights was gaining momentum. Many local organisations lacked the
resources to invest in national infrastructure and for years they were entrapped in
the local political arena, far from the centre of real political power.
Considering these barriers and challenges, it is remarkable that the immigrant
rights movement has developed a sophisticated, durable, and national infrastructure.
We suggest that national advocacy organisations have played a key role by investing
substantial resources in a national infrastructure. By doing so, they have lowered the
risks and uncertainties posed to local and regional organisations. Additionally, they
have laid down basic rules of collective action while generating a common discursive
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strategy for activists across the country. Their ability to concentrate and deploy
powerful resources has allowed national organisations to become the leviathan of
the immigrant rights movement, in form and function.
Such investments altered national organisations. CCC, for instance, had never
been an immigrant rights organisation. But, within the span of several years, its
resources and identity had become tied to the issue. It had become one of the most
prominent immigrant advocacy organisations in the country. Former CCC organiser,
Mary Ochs, observed, ‘The Center since, Deepak [Bhargava] has been there, is largely
known for its immigration work and not very much for anything else … They’ve tried
to work on other things, but that’s really become the big signature’.32
The growing affluence, professionalisation, and centralisation of the movement
have resulted in a paradox that afflicts many contemporary social movements
fighting for the rights of a marginalised people. To give voice to the marginalised in
the halls of power, efficacious national organisations can play an important role in
transmitting claims. In doing so, however, these organisations require professional
staff and elite connections that take them further away – both physically and
in terms of priorities – from the marginalised communities they are supposed
to represent. Creating a national voice can consequently alienate marginalised
people from the means to express their own authentic claims, demands, and hopes
into the public sphere. The fate of the mainstream immigrant rights movement is
symptomatic of contemporary American civic life. Theda Skocpol explains that,
‘early-twentieth-first-century Americans live in a diminished democracy, in a
much less participatory and more oligarchically managed civic world’ (Skocpol,
2004a, p. 12). There is, consequently, more advocacy than ever but the conditions
that enhance advocacy alienate the most precarious people from the means to
create and articulate their own voices in the public sphere.
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The Movement for Black Lives has connected millions of people online. How are
their outrage and hope mediated through social media? To address this question,
this chapter extends Randall Collins’ Interaction Ritual Theory to social media.
Employing semi-supervised image recognition on a million Instagram posts with the
hashtag #blacklivesmatter, we identify four different interaction ritual types, each with
distinct geographies. Instagram posts featuring interactions with physical co-presence
are concentrated in urban areas. We identify two different types of such areas: arenas
where contention plays out and milieus where movement identities are affirmed.
Instagram posts that do not feature physical co-presence are more geographically
dispersed. These posts, including memes and selfies, allow people to engage with the
movement even when they are not embedded in activist environments. Our analysis
helps to understand how different forms of engagement are embedded in particular
places and connected through the circulation of social media posts.
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Introduction
On July 13, 2013, Alicia Garza shared her emotions on social media after hearing
the verdict in the case of Trayvon Martin’s death:
‘“I was sad, I was angry, I was rageful,” she says, [posting] what she describes
as a “love letter to black folks” on Facebook […]: “Black people. I love you.
I love us. Our lives matter.”’(King, 2015, n.p.).

About seeing that post, her fellow organizer Patrisse Cullors says it “hit me in the
gut […] I slapped a hashtag on it because I understood the power of spreading
messages” (Martin, 2015). By sharing these emotions online, they (together with
Opal Tometi) catalyzed a transnational Movement for Black Lives, demonstrating
how digital connectivity “can help create, set, and maintain a mood in a protest
[and] allow the protest to feel bigger than the location” (Tufekci, 2017, p. 111).
By engaging in interactions on social media, we share love, anger and sadness,
potentially forging social movements with people both near and far.
Understanding how emotions are shared is a cornerstone of social movement
studies (Aminzade and McAdam, 2002; Flam and King, 2005; Goodwin et al., 2009;
Jasper, 2011). Interaction ritual theory is a compelling avenue for understanding
mediated emotions in social movements, particularly because it highlights that the
social movement experience is based in different kinds of activity (Collins, 2004).
Collins suggests that emotional energy is generated in interaction rituals (IRs),
which are characterized by four ritual ingredients: barriers to outsiders, shared
moods, a mutual focus of attention, and bodily co-presence (Collins, 2004, p. 48).
Interaction rituals contribute to feelings of solidarity and group membership.
This process is powerfully at play in social movements: as people participate in
interaction rituals, they come to identify as part of and with a movement, its
causes, and symbols (Collins, 2001).
However, even though social media have become entangled with every stage of
social movement development (Juris, 2009; Tufekci, 2017), it is insufficiently clear
how emotions are mediated through digital networks. Ostensibly, social media
allow for the sharing of emotions across places, that is, rituals where participants
interact without physical co-presence using digital communication methods.
Considering how “new electronic media are changing the conditions for IRs”
(Collins, 2011, n.p.), Collins suggests that electronic media mostly supplement and
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feed off offline relationships, arguing that entrainment and synchronization are
more difficult in the absence of bodily co-presence and that mediated interactions
are therefore unlikely to arouse high levels of emotional energy (Collins, 2004,
p. 62). At the same time, research consistently indicates the potential of digital
media for fostering communities, emotions, and solidarity without face-to-face
contact (Beneito-Montagut, 2015; Crossley, 2015; Stieglitz and Dang-Xuan, 2013;
Vasi and Suh, 2016). Nevertheless, to our knowledge there is no prior research
employing interaction ritual theory to study emotions in digitally networked
movements. Thus, our main question is: how are emotions mediated online in
digitally networked movements?
To answer that question, this paper examines the types of mediated interactions
people have in digitally networked movements. Based on theoretical review and
preliminary analysis, we identify four interaction ritual types by distinguishing
two dimensions: the presence or absence of physical co-presence and the presence
or absence of conflict. This typology helps to explain the different ways in which
people across the country engage with the Movement for Black Lives, and where
the emotional energy is created that is necessary for sustaining social movements.
This paper is organized as follows. First, it outlines theory relevant to the
mediation of emotions in digitally networked movements. Interaction ritual
theory and its constitutive ingredients are discussed, considering in detail how
digital mediation changes two of these ingredients: physical co-presence and a
shared focus of attention. Next, the methodology explains how data are collected
and used to examine the mediation of emotions, employing image recognition to
classify Instagram posts as one of four ritual types. Those rituals are then mapped
geographically to examine what kind of rituals take place in different locations.
The conclusion discusses how emotions are mediated online in the Movement for
Black Lives and digitally networked movements more generally.

Mediated Interaction Rituals and Social Movements
Interaction Rituals
Interaction ritual theory proposes that the development of social movements
depends on empirical mechanisms through which emotions are shared and
transformed (Collins, 2001, 2004). Collins asserts that four ingredients determine
the intensity of interaction rituals (2004, p. 48). Together, these ingredients
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contribute to the generation of emotional energy and thus how successful the
interaction ritual is in generating the feelings of solidarity, strength, and initiative
necessary for sustaining social movements, that which Durkheim called collective
effervescence (1912). First, barriers to outsiders provide a sense of group
membership among participants, while excluding others. Second, participants
focus their attention on an activity or object about which they communicate a
shared awareness. Typically, only a small number of things can be focused on,
meaning that the attention space in a group is limited. Third, participants come
to share a common mood, such as anger or joy, fostering interpersonal emotions.
Fourth, Collins considers in depth the necessity of bodily co-presence (2004,
53–64; 2011), arguing that the intensity of rituals is diminished in the absence of
verbal and visual micro-cues that facilitate attunement.
These four ingredients are interrelated. For instance, a shared focus of attention
and shared mood feed back into one another, allowing closer synchronization of
micro-coordination such as body-language between participants, stimulating
stronger entrainment. We focus on the configuration of these ritual ingredients
in mediated interactions, to better understand the development of digitally
networked social movements.

5

Contentious and Affirmative Mood and Focus
Media can be the conduits of powerful contentious emotions, allowing for a
mutual focus and shared mood among large numbers of individuals. Even in 1963,
shocked television audiences felt they were ‘first hand witnesses’ after viewing
live broadcasts of Kennedy’s assassination, making it “clear that television and
electronic media, in general, have greatly changed the significance of physical
presence in the experience of social events” (Meyrowitz, 1987, p. vii). A shared
mood is invoked when rituals are viewed and shared en masse.
Compared with the indirect channels of traditional media, the personal
networks characterizing social media may make content even more contagious
(Törnberg, 2018). Consider the death of Oscar Grant, as one example from among
too many similar tragedies. At 22, he died on January 1st, 2009 in the Oakland
Fruitvale station where he had been pulled out of a train, being shot in the
back while in handcuffs (Antony and Thomas, 2010). Videos taken by subway
commuters using cellphones showed his arrest from multiple perspectives, which
were then shared on social media. Within days, a crowd of about 500 people
gathered at the Fruitvale station to protest the shooting. The power of contagiously
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mediated outrage was such a concern that it led the judge during trial to impose
gag orders and ban the use of cell phones in the courtroom, moving the trial to
Los Angeles even ten months later due to “the specter of possible unrest” (Lee and
Bulwa, 2009, n.p.). Compared to broadcast media, the diffusion of information in
personal networks is difficult to control.
But social media are more than conduits for information exchange, also
allowing for the sharing of emotions based on shared interests. By considering
online interactions as mediated interaction rituals, we want to emphasize the
importance of sharing everyday movement experiences. Patricia Hill Collins
noted how social science, generally, “typically focuses on public, official, visible
political activity even though unofficial, private, and seemingly invisible spheres of
social life and organization may be equally important” (Collins, 2000, p. 202) and
the social movement literature has similarly tended to overemphasize contentious
politics (Snow, 2004, p. 19). Communities, and activists especially, rely on everyday
solidarities that arise from sharing a focus and mood (Collins, 2001). Social media
are designed to do just that: share personal experiences (O’Reilly, 2007), and we
know that a sense of community can thrive online (Beyer, 2014; Rheingold, 2000;
Turkle, 1995). In online communities, peer groups are found by sharing a focus
rather than meeting people in your vicinity and finding out whether interests and
values match: “the topic is the address” (Rheingold, 2000, p. 11). Such mediated,
interest-based communities can develop and foster strong notions of shared
identities (Clark, 2014; Norton, 2012), which are critical for undertaking collective
action (Gamson, 1995; Hunt and Benford, 2004; Melucci, 1996).
In short, social media allow us to share experiences through personal
networks. Doing so constitutes mediated interaction rituals, by facilitating a
shared focus and mood. Ranging from contentious to affirmative, a shared mood
and focus emotionally fuel digitally networked communities of “outrage and hope”
(Castells, 2012, p. 2).

The Absence of Physical Co-presence
Social media allow for emotions to be shared in the absence of physical co-presence.
Because physical co-presence is a key ingredient for interaction rituals, Collins is
generally skeptical that media allow for emotional energy to animate and sustain
movements (Collins, 2011). He suggests that mediated interaction rituals are likely
to remain superficial, because the absence of bodily co-presence makes it easier to
contrive information in order to present a favorable frontstage image (cf. Goffman,
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1959), and because micro-coordination is more difficult, making entrainment less
likely. He acknowledges that mediated interactions can generate emotional energy
and foster ties, as second-order circulations of original rituals (Collins, 2004, p.
95), in which the celebration of pre-charged symbols is repeated. Nevertheless,
Collins suggests such disembodied interactions are unlikely to create the strong
emotional energy associated with effervescence, necessary for sustaining social
movements.
Social movements, however, do not only rely on mass gatherings characterized
by bodily co-presence. Movements survive and are effective to the degree that
they win out in the competition for limited public attention, which crucially
depends on how activities and experiences reach others through media conduits
(Baumgartner and Mahoney, 2008; Collins, 2001; Hilgartner and Bosk, 1988;
Jones, 1994; Woodly, 2015). Social media have further reinforced the dynamics
of the “attention economy” (Tufekci, 2017, p. 79), given the particular affordances
of social media such as visibility and continual connectedness, which allow for
mutual attunement among people (Evans et al., 2017). When interacting online,
participants become attuned to each other to the extent that their emotions and
actions synchronize and they experience entrainment. For example, Collins
mentions how low-level entrainment can occur in email exchanges, by repeatedly
reinforcing the urgency of a call to action by sending messages to numerous
recipients who can (but often do not) relay the message to others (Collins, 2012,
p. n.p.). More intense examples of online entrainment include tweet storms on
Twitter (Tufekci, 2017, pp. 178–180), high-level coordination in online multiplayer
games, live stream broadcasts from within direct actions, or Anonymous’ trolling
and hacking operations (Uitermark, 2017). On social media, a trending hashtag
and the accompanying awareness that many others are using it can be exhilarating,
providing a sense of being in the thick of things.
The absence of physical co-presence raises questions about boundaries
between insiders and outsiders. The establishment of a collective identity, “a sense
of ‘we’” (Taylor and Whittier, 1992, p. 105), crucially depends on determining who
is part of that collective. That may be difficult on social media. The affordances of
visibility and (semi-)public nature of social media allow multiple audiences to be
simultaneously aware of interactions (Evans et al., 2017). This leads to a collapse of
the contexts which otherwise inform how audiences are addressed and delineated
(boyd, 2014; Meyrowitz, 1987). In terms of interaction rituals, context collapse leads
boundaries between insiders and outsiders to become increasingly ambiguous.

5
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Still, experiences that are shared online occur in the places where we live and
gather with others. Interactions on social media are intricately entangled with the
geography of everyday life (Nicholls et al., 2016). A key reason for this is that
different settings are conducive to different types of gatherings (Collins, 2004), and
social movement-related interactions may be more common in certain locations.
For example, the infrastructural conditions suitable for contentious actions on a
mass scale are found primarily in cities and particular places within them (Nicholls,
2009). Such gatherings rely on the availability of suitable locations for staging
contentious performances or the enactment of oppositional identities. Those are
especially likely in central areas with high visibility and symbolic significance,
including central squares and city halls or monuments (Rafail, 2016). Another
reason may be that performances are especially likely in neighborhoods with a
social and cultural infrastructure that supports gatherings or a history of social
movement mobilization, for instance, in Harlem (Eyerman, 2001). Thus, rituals
relying on physical co-presence likely remain strongly rooted in geographies.
It is possible that social media allow for other kinds of rituals that rely less on
infrastructural boundaries. Such mediated rituals would for the most part neither
rely on others being physically present nor on the physical availability of places
for contention or social gathering, and as a result, interaction rituals not relying
on physical co-presence may have a more dispersed geography. Although the
dispositions and skills to comment on current affairs or to create memes are not
evenly distributed across the population and (hence) space, these types of posts
do not rely upon the infrastructure of particular places or neighborhoods. While
interactions online remain organized by proximity (van Haperen et al., 2018; Yardi
and Boyd, 2010), social media allow people to experience and share messages and
images with others beyond their immediate vicinity. Thus, some rituals would not
require bodily co-presence and might theoretically be a-spatial.
In summary of this theoretical overview, we think that social movements
are emotionally fueled through series of interaction ritual chains, and that the
mediation of such interactions through social media allows activists to share a
focus and mood with diverse publics without physical co-presence. We seek to
understand this process by not just considering contentious events, but also other
ways in which people engage online with respect to social movements. This may
help to explain how and where mediated interaction rituals fuel the development
of social movements in the digital age.
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Methodology
In order to study how and where emotions are mediated in a digitally networked
movement, we examine how participants share a focus of attention and mood
on social media, with or without physical co-presence. To that end we collected
photos from Instagram, developing a typology of interaction rituals. We then
algorithmically examined geocoded posts according to that typology and their
locations.

Data Collection
Launched in 2010, Instagram ranks among the world’s foremost social media
platforms, used by 32% of the online adult American population in 2016, with
more users and more active daily users than Twitter (Greenwood et al., 2016).
Instagram is designed as a platform for sharing photographs, stimulating people
to share daily life with followers through images. This serves our analytical focus
on the transmission of emotions by emphasizing follower interactions. Data was
collected from the Instagram API using the tool Kijkeens (Boy, 2016). We collected
the metadata of 1,127,248 Instagram posts tagged with #blacklivesmatter in the
ten-month period between June 15, 2015 and March 15, 2016. Of these, 91,818
included geotags.

5

Examining the Ingredients of Mediated Interaction Rituals
A preliminary analysis was conducted to familiarize ourselves with the data and
assess technical feasibility. We drew a sample of 156 geotagged posts, selected
randomly from images posted on three separate days: 59 posts on August 27, 2015;
56 posts on February 16, 2016; and 47 posts on March 19, 2016. These dates were
selected for offering the largest number of unique users per day, while separated
by substantial intervals. We discussed screenshots of these posts (including
captions and comments), then used Atlas.ti to assign codes informed by the
ritual ingredients: a shared mood and focus, group boundaries, and physical
co-presence. This preliminary analysis led to the typology of interaction rituals
reported in Table 5.1.
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Table 5.1. Mediated Interaction Ritual Types
Bodily
co-presence

No bodily
co-presence

Contentious focus
Type and Name Type 1: Direct actions

Affirmative focus
Type 2: Solidarity

Geography
Examples
Typical image
keywords
% of images
Type and Name

Arenas: City hall, streets, squares
Rally, march
Crowds, signs, police

Milieus: city, venues, sports
Concert, sports match, family
Performers, athletes, children

2.64%
Type 3: Conflict memes

33.39%
Type 4: Iconic lifestyle

Geography Isolated from milieus and arenas
Examples Malcolm X quote
Typical image Text, no persons
keywords
% of images 24.89%

Milieus: city, barbershops,
galleries
Food, selfies, cats, paintings
Selfies, Fashion, Physical objects,
texture
39.08%

We distinguish two key dimensions. The first axis differentiates posts according
to whether they are characterized by bodily co-presence or not. The second axis
differentiates posts according to whether the focus of attention is contentious or
affirmative. This delineates four types of mediated interaction ritual: a contentious
focus and physical co-presence (direct action), an affirmative focus and physical
co-presence (everyday solidarity), a contentious focus but no physical co-presence
(conflict memes), and an affirmative focus but no physical co-presence (iconic
lifestyle).

Image Recognition and Classification
Having determined what kind of mediated interaction rituals people engage in,
we then used machine learning to examine the prevalence and relevance of these
rituals in a digitally networked movement. We developed a semi-supervised
categorization of photos using image recognition. This allowed us to determine
which elements are typically associated with ritual ingredients and train an
algorithm to classify a large number of photos accordingly. The procedure
consisted of the following steps.
First, we employed an image recognition algorithm on a large number
of photos. To that end, all geotagged photos were processed using the image
recognition service Clarifai. This service was chosen for using a deep convolutional
neural network outperforming ImageNet classification benchmarks (Zeiler and
Fergus, 2014). A list of twenty keywords was returned for each photo, including
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“corresponding probabilities of how likely it is these concepts are contained within
the image or video.” (Clarifai, 2017, p. n.p.). These keywords describe concepts
such as ‘outdoors’, ‘no person’, ‘crowd’. Corresponding probabilities represent the
classification model’s performance, calculated by Clarifai as AUC-ROC scores
(Zeiler and Fergus, 2014). Ranging between 0 (reversed class separation) and
1 (perfect class separation), we sought a high level of accuracy and imposed a
threshold of 0.95 (24,350 or 7.2% of all 337,140 keyword matches)35. In total this
procedure yielded 2,901 different keywords for our dataset.
Second, we used these image recognition keywords to classify each photo as
one of four corresponding interaction ritual types. To that end, a training sample
of 918 posts (1%) was randomly drawn from the geotagged and Clarifai-labeled
photos. The keywords of each image in this training sample were evaluated
manually and assigned to the ritual ingredients. For instance, the keywords ‘no
person’, and ‘typescript’ were interpreted as indicators of the absence of bodily
co-presence (further examples for each type are provided in Table 5.1). Note that
not all 2,901 available keywords were assigned to a ritual type, and because we are
interested in different configurations of the same ingredients, keywords were not
assigned exclusively to a single ritual type (e.g. the keyword ‘no person’ applies to
two ritual types). The accuracy of the algorithm was iteratively refined by manual
examination of the training sample. Although requiring more interpretation than
a strictly statistical approach (e.g. logistic regression), an exploratory approach
allowed us to develop a robust familiarity with the data in the interest of validity.
This supervised procedure resulted in a lexicon: corresponding combinations of
keywords for each of the four ritual types.
Third, we used this lexicon to algorithmically classify the rest of the geotagged
photos in the dataset. The twenty keywords and corresponding prediction scores
assigned to each image were referenced against the lexicon for each of the four
ritual types. Assignment to a ritual type was based on a cumulative prediction
score. This was calculated as the proportion of probability scores for which
keywords matching each ritual type account, out of the total scores for all of the
image’s twenty keywords. An image was assigned the ritual type with the highest
cumulative score. Our procedure led to the classification of 44,493 geotagged
images (3.9% of all images, and 48% of all geotagged images) as one of the four
ritual types.

5

35	From among a wide variety of keywords, some typical examples with low AUC-ROC scores include
more abstract keywords such as: “travel”, “business”, “attractive”, and “safety”.
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Assessment of the Classification Algorithm
To assess how well the algorithmic classification performs, we estimated reliability
and consistency scores. First, the reliability of the algorithm was assessed formally
in a pilot test conducted independently of the authors. Two human coders were
trained individually, by providing and discussing four photos as examples for
each ritual type. After training, each human coder was independently presented
with the same sample of 300 Instagram posts, without captions, comments, or
corresponding image keywords. In order to incorporate the reliability sample into
the full set of images, we compared any coding disagreements with the authors’
coded sample and decided by majority rule.
Second, from the coded result we estimated Krippendorff ’s alpha (2004), a
non-parametric measure of inter-coder agreement. We note that data independence
cannot be assumed, as multiple photos may originate from the same user, and
because we have theoretical expectations about the geographic concentrations
of certain ritual types. The coefficient was calculated using the ‘irr’ package in R
(Gamer, Lemon, Fellows, and Singh, 2012). We decided to aid interpretation of
the results based on Landis and Koch (1977): 0-0.2 slight agreement, 0.21-0.40 fair
agreement, .041-.060 moderate agreement, 0.61-0.80 substantial agreement, 0.811 near perfect agreement. We report the coefficients between human coders and
algorithmic classification and solely between human coders, to assess the accuracy
of the algorithm compared to human coders.
The Krippendorff ’s alpha value for the combined sample data set (algorithmic
and human coded) was equal to 0.71 with a 95% confidence interval (0.66, 0.76).
Based on Landis and Koch’s framework, this represents substantial agreement
among human and algorithmic classifications. Solely among the human coders, the
alpha was 0.69, likewise indicating substantial, albeit slightly less agreement. For
the coders compared individually to the algorithmic classification, Krippendorff ’s
alpha values were 0.76 and 0.63, respectively. It should be noted that the algorithm
coded 100% of the sample data, while the human coders classified 99% and 97%
as one of the four ritual types, suggesting that the typology is both sufficiently
exhaustive and exclusive.
Third, for comparison purposes, we also estimated the intraclass correlation
coefficient (ICC) (Finn, 1970). Whereas the Krippendorff ’s alpha indicates overall
agreement between coders, ICC measures reproducibility between coders. It
shows how consistent coders are so that any systematic differences, which result,
for instance, from differences in training, can be taken into account. For our
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purposes, it is also an indicator of how consistent the algorithmic classification
is. The ICC values were equal to 0.76 for the combined algorithmic and human
coding sample, and 0.74 between the human coders when the model was tested
for consistency. By comparison, ICC values for the combined sample were slightly
higher than Krippendorff ’s alpha, which is to be expected. Taken together, these
statistics indicate that the algorithmic classification is both substantially reliable
and consistent in comparison to human classifications.

Geographies of Interaction Rituals
To chart where different interaction rituals take place, we examined the geotags
that Instagram users have the option to attach to their posts. Of the 1,127,248
posts in the dataset, 91,818 (8.1%) are geotagged. These geotags provide the exact
latitude and longitude coordinates of the location from which users post.
We explored the geography of mediated interaction rituals at the national
and neighborhood levels to find both broader patterns and specific locations that
stand out as sites for the four types of interaction rituals. At the neighborhood
level, we expected that certain neighborhoods with symbolic sites would serve
as arenas for contentious interaction rituals (e.g., centrally located squares, city
halls), whereas other neighborhoods should provide the milieus conducive to
the affirmation of shared experiences (e.g., concert venues, churches). To test this
expectation, we examined neighborhoods at the level of postal codes. We used
the Google Maps geocoding service (Google, 2014) to aggregate coordinates at
various administrative levels, including city and postal code. We calculated a
concentration ratio for each of the four ritual types in comparison to the user base
in specific neighborhoods. User bases were computed as the fraction of users who
posted from the region, compared to all users in the dataset with a determinable
location. A region’s overall ritual type was determined as a percentage of posts of
coded with a particular interaction ritual type shared from that location.

5

Limitations
Likely selection biases are an important limitation of Instagram data, as we know
that not everyone uses Instagram in the same way (González-Bailón, Wang, Rivero,
et al., 2014; Tufekci, 2014a). Posts on Instagram are selective representations about
selective topics from selective individuals (Boy and Uitermark, 2016). Instagram’s
user base is estimated to consist of 62% females and 38% males, they tend to be
young (median ages 18 and 23 respectively), and the relationship between culture
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and usage of the platform is complex (Greenwood et al., 2016; Souza et al., 2015).
Importantly, access to and uses of social media are not only stratified by gender,
but also by class and race (Murthy, 2008). Similarly, not all users are equally likely
to disclose their location (Rainie et al., 2013). This is particularly true for activists
engaged in contentious politics due to risks and inequalities both external and
internal to the movement (Clark, 2014; Sobieraj, 2017). Experience as users of
Instagram as well as familiarity with the population and content (particularly
photos without geotags from the same dataset) may go some way to ameliorate
this selection bias. Consequently, we are careful not to equate our dataset of
activity and users related to the hashtag #blacklivesmatter on Instagram with the
social movement generally. We think of these posts as curated representations,
interactions made visible on social media: “a carefully crafted performance through
which self-presentation is achieved under optimal conditions” (Papacharissi, 2002,
p. 348).
Data was collected as per the Instagram terms of service in force at the
time of collection, stipulating uses of data and user consent (Instagram, 2013)36.
Addressing concerns about risk of harm to users, particularly in the context of
individuals engaged in contentious actions, we stored metadata encrypted and
on privately owned servers for educational and analytical purposes in the public
interest (Moreno et al., 2013). Media files such as photos were not stored, but in
specific cases retrieved later for content analysis, ensuring that when users did not
wish to display content publicly and had since removed or made content private,
their data is not included in content analysis. No identifiable information is
reported, and we contacted specific individuals requesting permission to publish
their photography. Their participation was voluntary, could be withdrawn at any
time during the research, and we believe their participation does not cause risk of
harm. They were informed about the context in which their information would
be used, including the reported description and interpretation. To reduce risk of
harm and ameliorate ethical concerns about pinpointing specific activist locations
or groups, we report information on aggregate geographical levels.

36	Note that Instagram has since adopted Facebook’s terms and conditions of API use in 2018 (Instagram,
2018).
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Findings
How are emotions mediated online in digitally networked movements? We reason
that emotions are shared in interactions, and examine the kind of interactions
about #blacklivesmatter that people engage in on Instagram. Based on Collins’
ritual ingredients, we describe in detail four different types of interactions, and
their locations.

Four Types of Mediated Interaction Ritual
People have different types of interaction on social media. We propose a typology
that delineates social media posts along two axes that represent ritual ingredients.
Typical examples are shown in Figure 5.1.
Most interactions about #blacklivesmatter on Instagram are about daily life,
without a contentious focus. Many posts do not rely on physical co-presence.
About half of the photos show gatherings of people (47% of 44,493 geocoded and
labeled posts), the other half are rituals without physical co-presence, including
selfies, inspirational quotes, or first-person perspectives. About half of the
photos (53%) do not have a contentious focus. Only 18% of posts with physical
co-presence have a contentious focus. In short, most posts did not have a
contentious focus, instead, people typically engage with #blacklivesmatter by
affirming the movement in relation to aspects of everyday life.

5
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Figure 5.1: exemplars of the four interaction ritual types
Affirmative focus

No bodily co-presence

Bodily co-presence

Contentious focus

Top left: type 1 (direct action)37, top right: type 2 (solidarity)38, bottom left: type 3 (conflict memes)39, bottom
right: type 4 (iconic lifestyle)40.

37	Image courtesy of Lawrence Green, @thecosmicedge, 2017 (https://www.instagram.com/p/8tErf0j_
ke/, retrieved July 26 2019)
38	Image courtesy of Grate Britton, 2017 (https://www.instagram.com/p/6g557fpCC0/ , retrieved July 26
2019)
39
Image courtesy of Afropunk, 2017 (https://www.instagram.com/afropunk/, retrieved July 26 2019)
40	Image courtesy of @planetmidori, 2017 (https://www.instagram.com/p/5sr_Wmm5WC/, retrieved
July 26 2019)
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Description of Type 1: Direct Action (Contentious Focus and Physical
Co-presence).
Social movements are often analyzed as a series of contentious performances (e.g.,
Tilly 2008). Collins (2001, p. 31) ascribes central importance to these types of
contentious actions, arguing that periodic confrontations with targets or enemies
are an effective way to infuse movements with renewed emotional energy. During
such events, the configuration of ritual ingredients generates strong emotional
energy: many people share physical co-presence, and symbols that emphasize
group boundaries abound, such as signs or particular clothing styles. The mood at
direct actions can be relaxed or tense, with slogans and singing stimulating high
levels of rhythmic entrainment.
On social media, reports bear witness from inside direct actions such as
rallies, marches, or sit-ins (‘die-ins’). These are eyewitness accounts of a protest
event, framing symbolic elements at the center of shared attention, while signaling
a commitment to contentious oppositional identities. For instance, photos show
groups of friends in the middle of a rally, or stand-offs with law enforcement. The
emotional intensity of the moment depicted may spill over to other people on
social media, who were not present physically but bear secondhand witness to
the symbols depicted. Followers may be inspired to undertake action themselves
in other locations, while their reactions in the form of likes and comments may
help to galvanize the agency of the original poster. Typically, photos of such rituals
depict crowds, signs and banners, and police.
This type of direct action ritual is strongly concentrated in geographical
locations, which serve as the movement arenas. The National Mall in Washington
D.C. is arguably the prime such arena in the United States. Not only are key sites
of government power concentrated here, its meaning as a place for direct actions
has developed over time as a result of key events in the history of the nation.
Consider for example October 10, 2015, when people travelled from far and wide
to the capital for the twentieth anniversary of the Million Man March. For the
crowd shown in Figure 5.1, the focus of attention is the speaker currently on stage,
displayed on large screens. The Capitol is another important focal point, seen in
the background of the photo, while serving as the symbolic backdrop for the event
itself. The image’s low color saturation, approximating black and white, echoes
earlier events that have occurred in this same place. Such symbols and objects are
imbued with symbolism specific to the location. These arenas serve as collective

5
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symbols, both conveying meaning and being charged with meaning during the
event, and its representation online.

Description of Type 2: Everyday Solidarities (Affirmative Focus and Physical
Co-presence).
The public enactment of everyday experiences constitutes categorical and
reputational identities (Collins, 2004, pp. 273–275; cf. Goffman, 1959). Social
media users enact collective identities together when they attach the movement’s
symbols (such as the #blacklivesmatter hashtag) to everyday activities like
attending an organizational meeting, sharing dinner conversation, or being at
a party or concert. Such everyday enactments are not spectacular and may not
reach traditional news outlets, but they are important in reaffirming commitment
at the grassroots level. Posing for a picture during a social occasion and publicly
posting it online reaffirms shared commitments and group boundaries. By
indexing these images and messages with the #blacklivesmatter hashtag, users
create “personalized paths to political engagement” that allow them to relate to
“common problems” (Bennett and Segerberg, 2013, p. 56). They set an emotional
tone and invite followers to witness and interact. In doing so, group boundaries are
demarcated, solidifying communities that are brought to life by these Instagram
posts.
Sometimes such photos are taken at a natural moment; more often they
involve a degree of posing for the photograph, and as such, they follow a general
set of rules or stereotyped formalities (Collins 2004: 49). Formal rituals of this
type are more susceptible to failure (Ibid.: 51), but failed rituals are seldom posted
on Instagram. People orchestrate ritual behavior such as the distance between
themselves and the one taking the picture, smiling, striking a pose, and looking
into the camera. These behaviors suggest an awareness of audiences not present
at the moment in which the photo is taken: followers on social media viewing the
image. It is common for people posing for a photo to display a shared mood and
emotional state. This display of consensus may carry over to others on Instagram.
Typically, photos of these rituals depict two or more people, sharing food, and
having parties.
Social gatherings take place in specific locations, although affirmative rituals
are not as geographically concentrated as contentious actions. Affirmative rituals
are more likely to occur in certain environments because we are prone to seeking
out interactions, and by extension locations, where we experienced positive
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emotional energy (Collins, 2004). Some locations cater to social gatherings, such
as concert venues and restaurants. Other locations are the home of particular
communities, like churches. Clusters of these locations in particular neighborhoods
form a movement’s milieus. Affirmative social movement experiences are deeply
interwoven with milieus, as people share their daily life with others in these places.
Consider, for instance, the concert shown in Figure 5.1. On August 18 2015,
Janelle Monáe performed at the Concord Music Hall in Chicago at 2047 N.
Milwaukee Avenue, on the Wondaland Records Eephus tour, with a show that
explicitly affirms the movement:
“Wondaland’s protest song is simple and powerful: a recitation of the names
of men and women killed by police to rolling and thrumming drumbeats,
followed by urgent exhortations to say their names. Monáe yelling Sandra
Bland’s name took on a particular poignancy, as the artists had just led a rally
alongside Bland’s mother at The Bean earlier that day, a ritual Wondaland is
carrying out in each city they visit.” (Gwee, 2015, n.p.)

5

Posting an image about this show on Instagram shares an affirmation of the
movement, inviting others to relate to that experience. The event itself relies on
a milieu (e.g. venues available and chosen) that makes the gathering accessible.
Reports of the event on Instagram allow others who were not present to
subsequently relate to the experience.

Description of Type 3: Conflict Memes (Contentious Focus and No Physical
Co-presence).
Memes, a common sort of post on social media, adopt text and icons to invoke and
construct symbolic meaning. Their recognizable aesthetic suggests they are created
in awareness of others and “circulated, imitated, and transformed” by others
(Shifman, 2014, p. 341). Memes reify ideas into condensed symbols that are easily
distributed on Instagram in the form of cultural icons or hashtags. For example,
the quote shown in Figure 5.1c presents a particular framing of the movement.
These posts do not rely on physical co-presence, but do effectively communicate
a focus and group boundaries by marking symbols of social relationships
and addressing standards of morality (Collins, 2004, p. 48). As individual
commentaries and observations, memes allow for individual expressiveness and,
as such, capture well what Lance Bennett and Alexandra Segerberg (2012, p. 743)
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refer to as personal action frames: individualized and easily shareable (political)
orientations. By using and recombining ideas present in a particular movement at
large, these posts direct the attention of viewers and suggest a mood by providing
an actionable commentary to which others can relate. Instagram posts of this type
invoke symbols of social relations (Collins 2004: 48) that are celebrated or charged
through social media activities like reposting, liking, or commenting on them. In
doing so they rely on the symbolism with which the icon is charged, to give the
present movement a place in relation to specific meaningful histories. Typically,
these posts depict creative texts, iconic images, or inspirational quotes. Examples
include a quote from Assata Shakur or Malcolm X, a portrait of Sandra Bland, or
provocative statement about a presidential candidate.
Anyone can use memes to engage with the movement without having to rely
on physical presence. As a result, this type of ritual is geographically dispersed,
while more frequent in rural and suburban areas in comparison to the other
ritual types. Far away or isolated from hotspots, people can use social media to
engage others with information, symbolism, and interpretations of the world.
For instance, an activist in rural Pennsylvania without access to major arenas or
milieus can use Instagram to connect with like-minded individuals in the lively
milieus of San Francisco or New York City.

Description of Type 4: Iconic Lifestyle (Affirmative Focus and No Physical
Co-presence).
Many posts on Instagram are reports of individual activities. Selfies and images
of coffee-art and pets are ubiquitous, perhaps even generation-defining art
forms (Gibbs, Meese, Arnold, Nansen, and Carter, 2015; Souza et al., 2015).
We think of these as ‘lifestyle’ reports that invite others to see daily life from a
poster’s perspective, commonly emphasized by the use of careful compositions
and close-ups. Instagram posts using a first-person perspective invite followers to
interact. The act of taking and posting such photographs can be understood as an
affirmation of identity, which is communicated to others (cf. Goffman, 1959). For
example, Figure 5.1d shows a work of art with political connotations. Its online
representation relates it to #blacklivesmatter, serving as an invitation for further
interactions with the work as a focal point.
In social movements, membership is reaffirmed by attaching the movement’s
symbols to the everyday activities undertaken alone and then shared with
others online. In contrast to the embodied social gatherings of what we called
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everyday solidarities, this type of ritual without physical co-presence represents
an individualized affirmation of movement identities. These rituals fuel social
movements by extending frames beyond individual perspectives, generating
emotional energy not by relying on outright contention but by politicizing personal
experiences (cf. Hanisch, 2000). In subsequent online interactions, others can
relate and attune to these personal experiences. While these affirmations do not
require physical co-presence, the sharing of such posts presents a view of, and
commentary upon everyday life to others, constituting a communicative act. For
example, using the hashtag #blacklivesmatter to report a visit to a local barbershop,
salon, or stylist conveys a set of politically relevant meanings and histories. These
relatable everyday experiences allow others to attune to the movement when
undertaking similar activities. Other examples include book recommendations,
paintings, or songs; typical photo elements are self-portraits, food, artworks, and
pets.
These individualized affirmative interactions occur in places where people
associate personal experiences with the movement. This type of ritual is less
geographically concentrated than contentious interactions or social gatherings,
as an occasion to post can be found anywhere someone lives or visits. Still, it is
commonplace to share outings to galleries, concert venues, or restaurants. These
tend to be concentrated in particular locations with the cultural infrastructure that
facilitates lifestyle experiences.

5

Geography of Interaction Ritual Types
While people all over the United States use the hashtag #blacklivesmatter to share
emotions, there is a distinct geography to how they do so. We find that, in general,
activity is concentrated in specific urban areas. Activity outside those cities is more
dispersed. Some relatively isolated activity exists in rural areas. Some locations
stand out as hotspots from which numerous posts originate (Figure 5.2).
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Figure 5.2: National geographic pattern

Heat map of geotagged images, between June 15th 2015 and March 15th 2016. Total number of posts aggregated:
91,818 (8.1% of all posts). (Map created with carto.com: ©OpenStreetMap contributors ©CARTO).

The various kinds of interaction rituals each have distinct geographies.
Differentiation by type shows concentration of specific activity in cities such as
Los Angeles, New York, Chicago, and Washington DC. This pattern is illustrated
in a comparison of the four most active cities, as depicted in Figure 5.3.
This overall pattern, i.e., the concentration of various types of activity in
particular locations, is refracted within cities. Contentious mass gatherings take
place almost exclusively in city centers, with affirmative social and iconic lifestyle
rituals situated in a broader variety of milieus. Further away from downtown areas,
in suburbs, small towns, and rural areas, conflict memes are much more common
than other rituals.
On the neighborhood level, various types of activity are concentrated in
specific areas. For example, in Harlem protest marches were organized around
125th Street, while the location also provided a rich cultural infrastructure for other
social gatherings. There are other neighborhoods that serve as particularly active
arenas and milieus. Table 5.2 shows the proportion of the user base and ritual type
in the twenty most active neighborhoods. The ratios allow for a comparison of
concentrations of ritual types in particular neighborhoods.
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Figure 5.3: Geographic concentration of ritual types
No physical co-presence

Washington

New York

Physical co-presence

Chicago

5

Top row: New York City (type 1:269 users, type 2:68, type 3:215, type 4:55); middle row: Washington DC (type
1:203 users, type 2:27, type 3:14, type 4:22), bottom row: Chicago (type 1:233 users, type 2:30, type 3:13, type
4:15). Legend: Red (type 1 – direct action), Yellow (type 2 - solidarity), Green (type 3 – conflict memes), Blue
(type 4 – iconic lifestyle). Areas are colored by frequency (shown as points), with color overlap. (Maps created
with carto.com: ©OpenStreetMap contributors ©CARTO).

Some neighborhoods are hotspots for people posting #blacklivesmatter. Correcting
for the number of people posting from a location, contentious rituals are more
geographically concentrated than the affirmative everyday solidarity and iconic
lifestyle posts. Rituals that do not rely on physical co-presence are more dispersed
than those that do.
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Table 5.2 Concentration of IR types by postal code
Neighborhood and Function
Mt Vernon Square, DC (Movement arena)
Downtown, WH, DC (Movement arena)
Tribeca, NYC (Movement arena)
Pilsen, Chicago (Movement arena)
Chinatown, Los Angeles (Movement arena)
East Village, NYC (Movement arena)
Downtown, Oakland (Movement arena)
Mall, DC (Movement arena)
Morningside Heights, NYC (Movement milieu)
Near North, Minneapolis (Movement arena)
Old-Town, Baltimore (Movement arena)
CBD, Seattle (Movement arena)
Clinton, NYC (Movement arena)
Downtown, Chicago (Movement arena)
Inner Mission, San Francisco (Movement milieu)
Chelsea, NYC (Movement milieu)
Van Ness, San Francisco (Movement arena)
Downtown, Atlanta (Movement arena)
South of Market, San Francisco (Movement milieu)
Downtown Brooklyn, NYC (Movement milieu)

% of all Number Number Number Number
users of posts of posts of posts of posts
Type 1
Type 2
Type 3
Type 4
1.96
40
304
31
147
1.57
13
218
33
134
1.50
19
130
100
191
1.37
27
161
57
125
1.20
11
86
70
137
0.97
23
97
27
65
0.97
9
109
32
84
0.86
22
152
10
61
0.85
3
104
20
62
0.78
40
243
9
42
0.71
8
63
17
78
0.71
29
119
10
26
0.70
20
67
24
44
0.65
32
106
7
33
0.63
6
96
25
40
0.60
5
70
23
44
0.57
21
124
22
40
0.57
2
40
32
120
0.55
4
70
20
55
0.54
6
45
9
45

* Type 1: direct action, 2: solidarity, 3: conflict memes, 4: iconic lifestyle

In short, direct action rituals are concentrated in specific arenas, affirmative rituals
occur primarily in specific milieus, while posts that do not require physical copresence allow people to engage with the movement in isolation from such arenas
and milieus.

Discussion and Conclusion
The Movement for Black Lives provides a powerful demonstration of how social
media are used to share outrage and hope (Castells, 2012). To understand how
emotion is mediated through social media, we turned to Interaction Ritual theory,
reasoning that online interactions are part of how a social movement develops
and, in essence, contain the same ingredients as any other ritual (Collins, 2001,
2004). However, the digitally mediated nature of these interactions suggests
different ingredient compositions. We note two distinctions: whether the ritual
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includes physical assembly, and whether there is a contentious or affirmative
shared focus of attention. We find, in short, that digitally networked movements
rely on disembodied as well as positive rituals more than the literature suggests.
Here we discuss and interpret our findings about mediated emotions in light of the
development of digitally networked movements.
The first important finding is that a substantial amount of mediated
rituals – and the vast majority in our sample of Instagram posts indexed with
#blacklivesmatter – do not depend on physical co-presence. Even if easily
misconstrued as frivolous or superficial, selfies and memes are ubiquitous on
social media. As communicative acts these posts employ aesthetics, symbols,
texts, or other highly personalized content that draws attention. This shared
focus of attention can generate commitment to a cause. They are an invitation for
others, who are not physically present, to interact and relate the frame to similar
experiences. As such, this type of ritual facilitates the development of digitally
networked movements by allowing dispersed audiences to engage with a social
movement without the necessity of physical presence.
Memes are typically designed to be recognizable and easy to share. Often
intended as humorous or provocative, in the case of social movements memes
are often explicitly moral and contentious. Such conflict memes serve as what
James Jasper and Jane Poulsen (1995, p. 498) call condensing symbols, “verbal or
visual images that neatly capture—both cognitively and emotionally—a range of
meanings and convey a frame, master frame, or theme”. They point out that activists
use symbols “to recruit members, especially strangers” (ibidem). Mediation of such
symbols has the potential of expanding conscience constituencies (Collins, 2001,
p. 30). Memes charged with high symbolic value is ideal for this purpose, making
them effective action frames (cf. Bennett and Segerberg, 2012). Because memes
are highly recognizable, they are particularly effective at signifying the symbols of
a movement which are charged with emotional energy, and as such, function to
reaffirm commitment to like-minded observers (Gal, Shifman, and Kampf 2016;
cf. Beraldo 2017).
However, given the (semi-)public nature of social media, it is not immediately
apparent who those like-minded observers are. Collins suggests that interaction
rituals establish group boundaries between those who are present and those who
are not. Because social media allow for interactions without physical presence, this
calls into question how group boundaries, an essential ingredient of interaction
rituals in Collins’ understanding, are established. This is closely related to the

5

137

58807 Sander van Haperen.indd 137

12-10-19 11:58

CHAPTER 5

concept of context collapse, as “social media collapse diverse social contexts into
one, making it difficult for people to engage in the complex negotiations needed
to vary identity presentation, manage impressions, and save face” (boyd, 2014, p.
123; cf. Meyrowitz, 1987).
As our analysis shows, online mediation complicates boundaries between
different social contexts in the sense that it is not straightforward where the
interaction ritual originates and achieves its effects. Collins addresses such
circulation in terms of first and higher order rituals (Collins, 2004, p. 214). At
the first-order level, a photo documents a ritual, showing people engaged in
interaction, providing an insider perspective of that ritual in situ. There is a clear
boundary between those who are present and those who are not. At higher-order
levels, reporting that ritual by posting a photo on social media is a communicative
act that addresses another audience, involving a different ensemble of insiders
and outsiders. As a result, group boundaries become ambiguous, “only loosely
disciplined by the imagined audience” (Collins, 2004, p. 214).
In addition to the individuals depicted, following, tagged, or mentioned,
anyone encountering this second-order ritual while browsing Instagram might
feel addressed as a public, be they supporters, opponents, or sociologists. These
disembodied interactions can form more than merely imagined audiences,
establishing new communities and strong group boundaries (Maloney, 2013;
Rheingold, 2000). Whether depicting people engaging in rituals physically present
or not, the post becomes the focus of attention in itself, inviting subsequent online
interactions. The audiences of those subsequent interactions have tremendous
growth potential in increasingly wider networks (Borge-Holthoefer et al., 2013;
Guadagno, Rempala, Murphy, and Okdie, 2013; Sharma, 2013). The ambiguous
group boundaries of these higher-order interactions allow people to feel affinity as
an insider, even if not originally present during the depicted ritual. Collins suggests
that disembodied rituals are unlikely to arouse sufficient emotional energy to
maintain social movements. (Collins, 2004, p. 62). Even if their engagement is
not as intense, there are very many of them, and these “peripheral participants
are critical in increasing the reach of protest messages and generating online
content at levels that are comparable to core participants” (Barberá et al., 2015, p.
1). Others have found that entrainment online stimulates persistent subsequent
engagement (DiMaggio, Bernier, Heckscher, and Mimno, 2017). Further research
could attempt to measure entrainment for different orders of ritual, for instance
whether embodied rituals generate more persistent engagement with a movement.
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Based on our current findings, we propose that the sheer number of online rituals
without bodily co-presence makes up for what they lack in immediate intensity.
A second important finding is that contentious gatherings by no means
provide the sole focus of attention in mediated interactions rituals. A substantial
amount of posts – again, the vast majority in our sample – is not contentious, but
instead affirms everyday movement experiences. The acts of sharing, viewing, and
interacting online are interaction rituals just as rallies that occur on the ground.
Such everyday solidarities are essential to social movements, and the unique
window into daily life provided by social media underscores this powerfully (Byrd,
Gilbert, and Richardson, 2017;Jackson, 2018). While contentious performances
may be important for generating intense emotions, these are only possible if
movement supporters have accumulated prior emotional energy in supportive and
protective environments ( Collins, 2000; cf. Scott, 1992; Squires, 2002; Taylor and
Whittier, 1992). Such affirmative experiences embolden activists to take stances
and undertake actions, by framing individual experiences in light of collective
emotions.
Our findings confirm that partaking in the seemingly mundane activities
of everyday life helps to generate the energy and commitment necessary for
sustaining digitally networked movements. Collins notes how mass gatherings are
crucial to a movement’s dynamics, as these are the rituals in which the intense
emotional energy is generated that is necessary for sustaining engagement among
participants (2001). In terms of Collins’ argument, these are the rituals during
which people gather the energy necessary for engaging in large contentious
gatherings that demand bodily co-presence. What might be easily disregarded as
mundane is made visible on social media: people painting signs together before a
street rally, friends attending a concert, sharing conversation over dinner. Based
on our findings, we suggest that witnessing or interacting with such posts helps
to gather the energy necessary for undertaking the intense rituals of contentious
direct action. Inspired by research of contentious actions in specific locations (see
for instance Williamson, Trump, and Einstein, 2018), further analysis could show
in more detail how posting or viewing non-contentious media online corresponds
with direct action frequencies in specific locations.
A third important finding is that different kinds of places accommodate
different kinds of mediated interaction rituals. In other words the different types
of mediated interaction ritual bear distinct geographies. The findings confirm
our expectation that interaction rituals that rely on physical co-presence occur
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more often in the arenas and milieus of the movement (Nicholls and Uitermark,
2017). Contentious direct actions take place in arenas, visible places highly
charged with symbolic value. Other locations provide the infrastructure for less
contentious social events. Certain milieus, like Harlem, are steeped in history
and harbor venues of significance to the movement (Watson, 1995). We think
that for the development of digitally networked movements, the increased
salience of interconnected milieus increases the importance of the ability to
“operate effectively in multiple milieus among widely differing audiences […] to
convey unfamiliar issues to distant audiences in terms that are comprehensible,
sympathetic, and motivating” (Nepstad and Bob, 2006, p. 4). Sharing relatable
experiences and activities from everyday life on social media is ideal for that
purpose. Rituals that do not require people to convene, memes especially, rely less
on symbolic or material infrastructures. Our findings show this type of ritual is
more geographically dispersed, throughout suburbs and other places outside of
the major cities and coastal states. In the absence of nearby venues to conveniently
meet, social media offer spaces to socialize with others of like mind. In other words,
while proximity remains a key factor for mediated emotions, we suggest that social
movements benefit from rituals that do not require physical co-presence, as being
particularly well suited for engaging with others independent of activist arenas
and milieus.
While the Movement for Black Lives is unique in many ways, we expect that
these three findings are to some degree generalizable to other digitally networked
movements. The use of social media in general and Instagram specifically allows
for the circulation of highly personalized frames in personal networks. Other
recent movements such as #metoo and March for Our Lives allow a wide range
of people to recognize such frames as meaningful and adapt it to make sense of
personal experiences (Benford and Snow, 2000; Melucci, 1996). Digital networking
has become, and will likely remain, intricately intertwined with all stages of social
movement development. How interactions are mediated may benefit social
movements in years to come.
In conclusion, mediated emotions have contributed to the development of
the Movement for Black Lives, connecting the experiences of millions of people
nation- and worldwide. Randall Collins’ theory of interaction ritual chains
provides a foundational understanding for the emotional dynamics involved in
social movements. We extend that theory to consider the mediation of interactions
that take place on social media, reflecting on various configurations of the ritual
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ingredients. We show that contentious mass gatherings, as well as the experiences
of everyday life, generate distinctly territorialized online engagement. This helps
to understand the remarkable and sustained vitality of the Movement for Black
Lives online, with people across the nation sharing emotions and experiences in
the struggles for social and racial justice.
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Abstract
While activists have effectively used the #blacklivesmatter hashtag to organize
protest against police brutality and racism, this success has also drawn out many
who use the hashtag to express their opposition to Black Lives Matter. What can
we learn about the network structures of this counter-movement from the way they
coordinate activity online? Drawing on a corpus of 18.5 million Twitter posts, this
paper compares coordination among supporters and opponents of #blacklivesmatter
in terms of relations and spatialities. We show and explain two different models
of coordination among opponents and supporters: the swarm and the grassroots
respectively. Supporters of #blacklivesmatter are more strongly embedded in local
relations and places, suggesting that their online activism builds on grassroots
communities. Opponents can be differentiated into two groups. One group consists
of conservatives with strong mutual relations, but a geography markedly different
than supporters; they are more often located outside of major cities and outside of
the coastal states. A second group of digitally networked extreme right opponents
coordinates without any such territorial embedding. These findings help to assess the
different mobilization capacities of movements and their adversaries.
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Introduction
Digital networking is crucial for coordinating social movements such as Black
Lives Matter. Activists leverage social media to expand movements through
personal networks (Bennett and Segerberg, 2012; Tufekci, 2017). One explanation
for the rapid and wide-spread rise of digitally networked movements is that social
media allow individuals to more easily reach beyond the immediate vicinity of
their communities (Castells, 2012; Juris, 2005a; Tarrow and McAdam, 2005).
Meanwhile, antagonism on social media is pervasive and opponents of
progressive social movements is on the rise (Colson, 2016; M. Conover et al., 2011;
Nagle, 2017). The activity of so-called alt right groups on Twitter, for instance,
leverages the same advantages of digital networking (Marwick and Lewis, 2017).
Social movement scholars suggest that dynamics with counter-movements are
key to the development of social movements (Lind and Stepan-Norris, 2011;
Meyer and Staggenborg, 1996), arguing that much ‘of the mobilization potential
of a movement, its tactics, and its ultimate fate stem from its battles with a
countermovement’ (Zald, 1979, p. 3). While attention grows for such opposition
(see Daniels 2009 for early pioneering work), to our knowledge there has been no
empirical analysis of movements and counter-movements dynamics online.
What can we learn about the network structures of such counter-movements
from the way they coordinate activity online? Interested in examining and
explaining differences in coordination, we propose two models: the grassroots
and the swarm. The grassroots model emphasizes networking through
local communities: coordination depends on strong local relations between
activists. However, this polycentric or distributed network structure makes that
synchronization between groups challenging. The swarm model emphasizes
interaction cascades (Borge-Holthoefer et al., 2013). In this model, the absence
of bottlenecks typical of community structures is beneficial to synchronization
because individual interactions freely cascade to produce large-scale effects. We
expect varying degrees of both forms of coordination occur among supporters
and opponents of Black Lives Matter. Analysis of these coordination models helps
to assess the different mobilization capacities of movements and their adversaries.
In what follows, the paper addresses the question of coordination in digitally
networked movements and counter-movements. First, we discuss the use of social
media in terms of digital networking and the resulting logic of connective action.
We then turn to social movements and counter-movements. This sets the stage
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for empirical description of differences in coordination among movements and
counter-movements. We explain these in terms of two models: the grassroots and
the swarm.

Conceptualizing coordination at the interface of geography
and social media
This section discusses literature that may help to understand the coordination of
digitally networked movements and counter-movements. First, the uses of social
media in social movements are outlined in terms of digital networking. Second,
counter-movements are considered in order to conceptualize digitally networked
opposition. Third, we suggest two ideal typical models of coordination in digitally
networked movements: the grassroots and the swarm.

Social media and digitally networked movements
Social media are key to understanding contemporary social movements
(Castells, 2012). Social media provide affordances for activists to network
digitally, leading to important questions about how such affordances are used in
social movements (Evans et al., 2017; Tufekci, 2017). According to Bennett and
Segerberg, digital networking facilitates rapid expansion through the sharing
of personal action frames (2012). As opposed to collective action (cf. Olson,
1965), the sharing of personal action frames does not necessitate overarching
collective identities. Rather, individual views easily traverse personal networks
through social media. These are frames ‘inclusive of different personal reasons
for contesting a situation that needs to be changed’ (ibid.: 744). The inclusive
nature of frames (e.g. We are the 99%; #metoo; March for Our Lives) allows
a wide range of people to recognize the frame as meaningful and adapt it to
make sense of personal experiences (Benford and Snow, 2000; Melucci, 1996).
These individualized frames potentially have broader reach and appeal to
generate action that resembles that of the more monolithic frames typical of
traditional collective action. The resulting ‘logic of connective action’ has
become particularly salient in a social context of individualization and social
fragmentation (Bennett and Segerberg, 2012; Della Porta and Tarrow, 2005;
Juris, 2012). If overarching identity markers such as ideology, religion, class,
or nationalism form the foundation of collective action frames, social media
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enable people to create and share personal action frames that relate to more
individualized aspects of identity.
For instance, the death of Michael Brown at the hands of police officers in
Ferguson was amplified from a local tragedy to national attention through social
media (Bonilla and Rosa, 2015; Jackson and Foucault Welles, 2015). The fast and
wide diffusion of protests quickly garnered national attention, spurring thousands
of people to fill the streets not only of Ferguson but of cities across the United
States to protest police brutality. The hashtag #blacklivesmatter enabled activists to
relate specific and local conflicts to broader questions of racial and social justice.

Digitally networked counter-movements
At the same time, attention for events in Ferguson generated a backlash on social
media (Gallagher, Reagan, Danforth, and Dodds, 2016; Ray, Brown, Fraistat, and
Summers, 2017). A considerable proportion of social media activity associated with
protest hashtags is hostile to social movements. Like activists, their adversaries can
take advantage of the affordances of digital networking to oppose movements. Such
opposition ranges from arguments to slander and defamation, outright racism,
flagrant hatred and physical threats. The backlash against historically marginalized
groups is especially virulent (Crenshaw, 1991; Gray, 2012; Sobieraj, 2017).
While scholars have argued that the ‘emergence of mass self-communication
offers an extraordinary medium for social movements and rebellious individuals
to build their autonomy and confront the institutions of society in their own
terms and around their own projects’ (Castells, 2007, p. 248) realization grows
that many of these ‘rebels’ are reactionaries who mobilize a backlash through
social media (Nagle, 2017). Although a number of authors have shown how white
supremacists mobilize online (Daniels, 2009, 2016), most scholars have focused
attention on progressive movements whose egalitarian ethos was said to align with
horizontal and open social media networks. Given widespread agreement that
social media are important platforms and incubators of resurgent online extremeright counter-movements, including the so-called alt right, we need to account for
such adversaries. Instead of an unequivocal progressive revival, we are observing
the proliferation of mediatized conflicts in which different sides seek to valorize
the affordances of social media to shape public debate. Do these progressive
movements and counter-movements take on the same network structures?
An answer contributes to assessment of the different mobilization capacities of
movements and their adversaries.

6
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Two models of engagement: the Grassroots and the Swarm
To explain how supporters and opponents coordinate online, we contrast two
models: the grassroots and the swarm. First, notion of grassroots is elementary to
the social movement literature, both as a normative ideal and as empirical focus
historically (Chong, 1991; Della Porta and Tarrow, 2005; McAdam et al., 2001).
A key question is how local communities form large movements while retaining
degrees of autonomy. That interest carries forward in studies of digitally networked
social movements. It aligns well with the logic of connective action as formulated
by Bennett and Segerberg, who emphasize personal action frames as ‘transmission
units across trusted social networks’ (2012, p. 755). Thus, local interactions allow
for large-scale forms of collective behavior to arise, as frames branch outwards,
bridging communities through personal networks without central coordination
(Benkler, 2006). As a drawback, synchronization is difficult to achieve because
individuals are oriented to group rather than movement goals. In fact, connective
action breaks down if transmission fails through personal networks (Bennett
and Segerberg, 2012, p. 754). A key challenge for grassroots movements is thus
to synchronize action, for example in reaching consensus between groups, or
communications between local chapters (Khan-Cullors, 2016).
We reason that stronger relations are more conducive to sharing personal
action frames, and that relations are strongest with those close to us (Baldassarri
and Bearman, 2007; Feld, 1981). While digital technology ostensibly diminishes
geographical constraints on interactions, place structures the networks
underlying online interactions so that social movements remain territorially
rooted (Routledge, 2017; van Haperen et al., 2018). Activists continue to derive
advantages from local relations, as these provide material and intangible resources
such as trust and commitment. Cities especially can form incubation spaces for
marginalized groups to find and connect with each other (Nicholls and Uitermark,
2017, 2018). This suggests that coordination remains embedded in local grassroots
communities (Castells, 1983). The grassroots model of coordination, in short,
relies on networked local communities.
Second, a model of swarm coordination is adopted from engineering and
robotics. The question is similar to our interest in social movements: how large-scale
collective behavior arises from the interactions of locally embedded autonomous
actors. In engineering, swarms are defined as ‘large numbers of relatively simple
physically embodied agents […] designed such that a desired collective behavior
emerges from the local interactions among agents and between the agents and
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the environment’ (Şahin, 2005, p. 12). It emphasizes that interactions between
autonomous agents allow for system-wide synchronization, not only in the absence
of centralized control, but without reliance on group relations (Bonabeau, Dorigo,
and Theraulaz, 1999; Kennedy, Eberhart, and Shi, 2001). For example, a simple
rule guiding local interactions might be to maintain a minimal distance from other
agents. As these interactions cascade through the system, overall synchronization
can be achieved without the structural bottlenecks typical of polycentric networks
(Burt, 2004; Granovetter, 1973). System robustness is achieved through redundancy
so that individual malfunctions does not drastically affect performance. Typically,
a level of flexibility allows swarms to operate regardless of environmental context
(Camazine et al., 2001, p. 36; Dorigo and Stutzle, 2004). In short, in a swarm,
isolated interactions can generate large-scale synchronization without reliance on
relational structures or territorial embedding.
In many instances of digital networking, local relationships are not
prerequisites for being exposed to personal action frames. Affordances of social
media such as visibility and accessibility allow for the engagement with activists far
away. Such interactions may be based more on interest than proximity (Rheingold,
2000). As such, the swarm model fits well with what Jeffrey Juris calls a cultural
logic of aggregation: ‘the viral flow of information and subsequent aggregations
of large numbers of individuals’ (2012, p. 266). In our understanding, the
notion of aggregation emphasizes that synchronization can be achieved without
necessitating trust.
To summarize, the key difference between the grassroots and swarm models
is the place of the individual in the collective. This is a matter of relations and,
by extension, place. The grassroots model refers to engagement with movements
through personal networks, suggesting individuals are strongly embedded in local
communities. While this benefits the sharing of personal action frames, it makes
overall synchronization between communities difficult. The swarm model refers
to engagement with movements through the aggregation of autonomous agents
in the absence of local embeddedness. While less conducive to the sharing of
personal action frames, overall synchronization is more feasible because it does
not rely on relational structures.

6

Expectations
Following from the discussion, we expect different forms of coordination models
depend on how individuals are embedded in local relations and places. Both models
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outlined above are ideal-typical and we should not expect movements to operate
fully according to grassroots or swarm models; movements will typically combine
elements from both. We do hypothesize that, in general, supporters of social
movements are more strongly embedded in local communities than opponents.
Public activism takes courage, particularly for marginalized groups, necessitating
solidarity and comradery. Direct actions are inherently local and typically require
strong ties. We think such activism is more likely among supporters of Black Lives
Matter. Opponents appear more focused on online disruption and tactics such as
‘tweet storms’ rather than direct actions (Tufekci, 2017). Resource needs would be
relatively low and as a result, opponents may be less reliant on local communities
and display more swarm-like coordination.

Data and methods
We suggested that digitally networked social movements and counter-movements
coordinate according to different models: as grassroots characterized by strong
local embeddedness but little overall synchronization, or as a swarm characterized
by limited local embeddedness but strong synchronization. To compare the
online coordination of supporters and opponents of Black Lives Matter, we draw
on data collected from Twitter. Tweets were collected from the streaming API,
constructing a sample of tweets with the hashtag #blacklivesmatter42 in the 30
months between June 15th 2015 and December 15th 2017. Content analysis was
employed to differentiate between the movement and its opponents and infer
geographical locations on the basis of self-reported information. Subsequently, the
relational structures of opponents and supporters were examined using measures
from network analysis.

Identifying opponents and supporters
To identify opponents and supporters of #blacklivesmatter, we develop a threetiered, semi-supervised method for content analysis. First, we drew and coded a
training sample from all tweets in the dataset. To ensure representativeness despite
variable traffic volumes over time, this sample was constructed by randomly
selecting 1% of the daily volume for each day in the data set. We then coded this
42	
Including variations: #blacklivesmatters, #blacklivematter, #blacklivematters, #blacklifematters,
#blacklifematter.
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training set manually. Tweets were coded as positive or negative towards Black
Lives Matter. Only unambiguous sentiments were assigned either category.
Second, the training sample informed classification of the full dataset.
From the two subsets of positive and negative tweets we derived a lexicon of
n-grams, i.e., combinations of characters typical for positive or negative tweets.
Cross-referencing these n-grams, all tweets in the dataset were coded as positive,
negative, or residual. This procedure yields 5.6 % positive tweets (n= 1,027,554)
and 1.9% negative tweets (n= 360,473). Given the stringent criteria for assigning a
positive or negative codes, many tweets in the dataset were assigned to the residual
category (n=17,113,758 or 92.5%). Our analysis is focused on the sizeable sample
of unambiguous tweets.
Third, these tweets informed classification of opponents and supporters.
Accounts were assigned either category when at least two thirds of their coded
tweets are negative or positive. Only accounts with three or more coded tweets were
considered in order to minimize misclassification from an incidental tweet (41,527
out of 4,240,861 unique users or 1%). Following this procedure, we identify 31,271
users as supporters and 4,791 users as opponents. The self-reported biographies of
opponents were examined manually to validate the procedure.
Since we used several stringent filters (users who employ the #blacklivesmatter
hashtag; users who have sent at least three unambiguously supportive or
antagonistic tweets), this sample is a small subset of the people talking about
#blacklivesmatter on Twitter. However, since we focus on comparing movements
and counter-movements, for our purposes it is more important to have reasonably
reliable data on users’ disposition than to cover all Twitter activity relevant to
Black Lives Matter.

6

Ethical concerns and validity
Data was collected as per the Twitter terms of service, stipulating uses of data
and user consent. Addressing concerns about risk of harm to users, particularly
in the context of individuals engaged in contentious actions, we subscribe to
more rigorous research principles (Moreno et al., 2013). All identifiable personal
information was anonymized and aggregated to reduce risk of harm.
We assess the presence and activity of accounts that are operated through
bots or by malfeasant actors (Varol, Ferrara, Davis, Menczer, and Flammini, 2017).
Recent reports have specifically addressed the role of Twitter accounts operated
or directed by Russian intelligence to steer and escalate political conflicts. We
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cross-referenced our dataset with the list of accounts released by Twitter in relation
to investigations of campaign meddling used in official hearings (United States
House of Representatives, 2018). Of the 3,841 accounts in that release, 55 appear in
our data (of 4,240,861 unique accounts originating tweets in our data). Together,
these 55 accounts sent 2,993 of the tweets in our dataset (of 18,501,785 tweets)43.
We note that bots and trolls are an integral part of activity faced by activists on
Twitter, so rather than filtering out these accounts we opted for inclusion in our
analysis.

Examining the local embeddedness of opponents and supporters
We suggested different levels of local embeddedness between grassroots and swarm
models. We examine the local embeddedness on the basis of users’ geographical
referencing. Twitter offers the option to geotag posts, but users rarely do this
(Jurgens, Finnethy, McCorriston, Xu, and Ruths, 2015). We therefore also extract
self-reported information from Twitter bios to estimate locations. This biographical
data comes with limitations. It is self-reported, not always accurate, and nonuniform. To deal with this, results were manually examined and aggregated:
colloquial toponyms and boroughs to cities, (e.g. ‘Big Apple’ and Brooklyn to New
York City, Long Beach to Los Angeles). Territorial embeddedness is measured by
comparing the frequency of locations for both opponents and proponents of Black
Lives Matter. Self-reporting a location signals that the location is significant to
the user. In addition, we test the degree to which geographical proximity predicts
relations among both supporters and opponents of Black Lives Matter. When a
shared geographical location predicts a tie, we interpret this as an indication of
geographical embeddedness.

Examining the relational structures of supporters and opponents
We examine the relations of supporters and opponents in terms of network
structure by drawing on mentions and retweets. We consider users to have a
relation when they reciprocate interactions, i.e. when both users have mentioned
or retweeted each other at least once. When they do they not just talking about
43	It is not unlikely that additional accounts or tweets in our data originate from inauthentic sources,
but remain as of yet unidentified. In addition to the accounts identified in the release, we identified
another 1,039 suspect accounts. To do so, we flagged accounts with ties to the original seed accounts
and checked high tweet volumes. Interestingly, of the 55 accounts reported in the official documents,
our procedure yielded 11 supporters, reflecting disinformation strategies to influence multiple sides
of public debates (Stewart, Arif, Nied, Spiro, and Starbird, 2017).

152

58807 Sander van Haperen.indd 152

12-10-19 11:58

SWARM VERSUS GRASSROOTS

each other but with each other. Drawing on these reciprocated ties we determine
the network structures among both supporters and opponents.44
We measure how strongly users are embedded relationally with density scores
(empirical ties divided by realizable ties), mean degree, and power law exponents.
Comparing graph cohesion is a non-trivial task because density interacts in
complex ways with graph size due to non-isomorphic local structures (Anderson,
Butts, and Carley, 1999; Schieber et al., 2017). We adopt a simple density measure,
normalized by graph size: mean degree / (n-1). Since this measure is sensitive
to group size, we also report mean degree as an indicator of the propensity of
individuals to interact with others in their camp.45 We further report power law
exponents to give insight into the structure of interactions within groups: higher
exponents indicate more unequal degree distributions (Csardi and Nepusz, 2006).
Exponents are calculated for both in- and outdegree. This allows for comparison
of how (un)evenly individuals are embedded relationally.

Examining synchronization among opponents and supporters
We suggested a difference in synchronization between the grassroots and the
swarm models. The level of synchronization among users is measured in two
ways: as simultaneous activity and as a mutual focus of attention. We study
synchronization of activity among groups by comparing the peak times of post
volumes on Twitter. A high level of simultaneous tweeting activity suggests a
stronger level of synchronization in a group. We study the synchronization of a
shared focus of attention by examining whether many users focus on the same
target simultaneously (cf. Collins 2004). More specifically, we count the daily
number of supporters and opponents as well as the targets they focus on, and then
divide these numbers. This gives the average number of users from groups who
simultaneously focus their attention on the same targets.

6

44	While we discuss these groups separately, our data also includes reciprocated ties between opponents
and opponents (a rare occurrence) and reciprocated ties between these groups and users who are not
categorized as supporters or critics (a frequent occurrence).
45	More advanced measures of cohesion, such as vertex connectivity calculated as k-cores, do not
lend themselves well for our weakly connected Twitter networks (Csardi and Nepusz, 2006; Moody
and White, 2003; D. R. White and Harary, 2001). While our density measure does not account for
non-isomorphic substructures, it does allow us to compare the overall connectedness between the
networks.
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Results
In the period between June 15th 2015 and December 15th 2017, we collected
18,501,785 tweets from 4,240,861 unique users. We first present the overall
network. Next we compare the local embeddedness of supporters and opponents.
Then, levels of synchronization are compared.

Overall network of supporters and opponents
The interactions on Twitter result in a network structure of both supporters and
opponents. Figure 6.1 shows how these networks are organized.
Figure 6.1. Interactions between supporters and opponents.

Note: Colors represent how strongly someone supports (blue, n=31,271) or opposes (red, n=4,791); the darker
red nodes are accounts with more negative content. To aid visualization, users with fewer than five relations
are omitted.
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Groupings in the network are based on interactions, and result from particular
interests shared with others46. Among supporters, there are many different such
groups. For example, supporters in one group are avid hip-hop fans and artists,
who mostly tweet about music and occasionally retweet news about Black Lives
Matter. Among opponents, there are roughly two groups, which we identified using
content analysis: the first (left in Figure 6.2) can be characterized as conservative,
the second as alt-right47.
The first group of opponents is composed of individuals with conservative
political views. Oftentimes, these accounts are not anonymous. Descriptions that
stand out in user biographies in this group are related to family, veteran affairs,
the second amendment, Christianity, and Trump. Although not unconditionally
uncritical of the 45th president, slogans such as ‘Make America Great Again’ are
prevalent. Subgroups interact on Twitter daily about all sorts of topics, often to
criticize mainstream media viewpoints and sharing links to alternative sources.
One day, the topic may be Hillary Clinton, unemployment among veterans the
next. They engage with the hashtag #blacklivesmatter in the same way: something
triggers attention, which leads to the group focusing an intense gaze, for example
by sharing a meme about crime statistics among several compatriots, reinforcing
group membership and ideological views.
The second group of opponents can be characterized as alt right, a source
of extreme content. 55 accounts in this group show signs of automation. We
assessed the scope of this activity as per our methodology and include these in
our analysis as forces that movements have to contend with online. The thematic
scope in this group is narrower, less news-driven, and more extreme than among
the conservative group. Content and images can be disturbing; examples include
images of KKK lynch mobs and idealizations of Nazism. Most accounts do not
disclose pertinent information. Manual verification of user names and tweeting
activity brought up slight name variations, pointing to similar malicious accounts.
Many of the accounts in this group have since been suspended by Twitter or
deleted for violating terms of service.

6

46	The layout algorithm used for the visualization in Gephi was ForceAtlas2, in which groupings are
force-directed based primarily on degree (Jacomy, Venturini, Heymann, and Bastian, 2014). The
striking alignment between spatiality and measure of support was not adjusted manually.
47	For reference we compared this topology with a random walk-trap algorithm (Pons and Latapy, 2005)
and confirmed a strong overlap between group membership and cluster membership, that is: 76% of
users that were identified independent of community structure as opponent or supporter turned out
to share the same cluster algorithmically.
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Local embeddedness of supporters and opponents
We hypothesized that in a grassroots model people would be more geographically
embedded than in a swarm model. We examine how strongly people relate to specific
places. First, we compare self-reported locations for supporters and opponents
(Table 6.1). Supporters tend to more often disclose geographical information than
opponents. Moreover, their information tends to be more specific: geotagging is
more common and city-level information more frequently disclosed. State and
country names are more likely among opponents, conservatives are more likely
to display pride for their country and home state. Localization of the alt right
accounts is more difficult. Few provide specific locations in comparison to those
among conservatives. Instead, non-descript locations such as ‘USA’ or ‘Reality’
are used. In this sense, among this group there is little identification with specific
localities. These findings suggest that supporters are more open about the specifics
of their location.
Table 6.1. Supporters are more likely than opponents to provide pertinent location information
Group
Supporters All
89,203
Opponents Conservative 8,703
Alt-right
8,477

Location47
67.35 %
62.14 %
58.05 %

Geo opt in48
0.06 %
0.01 %
0.00 %

State
14.5 %
23.5 %
36 %

City
55 %
35.5 %
33.5 %

Non-pertinent49
27 %
36 %
26 %

Note: Counted are the number of supporters or opponents who disclose self-reported locations. Group
membership is determined by the estimated measure of support on the basis of at least three unambiguously
coded tweets. ,48,49,50

Second, we test how strongly groups are locally embedded. Are interactions more
likely with nearby others? We compare geographical proximity and tie formation
among both supporters and opponents. The relations among supporters are
more strongly embedded in places than relations among opponents (Table 6.2).
Supporters are more than six times more likely to connect online with other
supporters in the same city than might be expected at random. By contrast,
interaction among proximate opponents is about as likely as might be expected
from randomness. For supporters, a large share of interactions is with others in
the same city. Among supporters in New York City, for example, ten times as
many tweets are exchanged with other supporters in the same city than among
opponents in that city. Among opponents, it is not uncommon to identify with
48
49
50

User has entered more than 1 character in self-reported location field
User has used geotagging coordinates opt-in for at least one tweet
Examples of non-pertinent locations are: “earth”, “woke”, “a galaxy far far away”.
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particular places, for example as proud Nevadans and Arizonans, but they are not
more likely to interact with others in those localities.
Table 6.2. Supporters are more likely than opponents to interact with others in the same location
Supporters
Conservative
Alt-right

Empirical same city
563 of 8,431 (6.68%)
8 of 580 (1.38%)
8 of 418 (1.91%)

Random same city
86 of 8,431 (1.02%)
7 of 580 (1.21%)
6 of 418 (1.46%)

Note: Counted are the number of network ties where both the source and target share a location51. A baseline
for comparison is provided by randomly reassigning locations among the same number of nodes in an identical
network configuration.

Relational structures of supporters and opponents
We suggested different relational structures in the swarm and grassroots models.
First, we examining different levels of cohesion among groups (Table 6.3). Among
supporters, there is a lower overall level of cohesion. While comparable among
conservative and alt-right opponents, the lower density score for supporters
indicates a sparser network. At the same time, while also comparable for
conservative and alt-right opponents, the mean degree is higher for supporters.
The higher density score and comparable mean degree suggest that differences in
cohesion result not from the propensity to interact but from group size: since the
groups of opponents are smaller, it is comparatively easier to achieve cohesion.
The power law exponent confirms that opponents’ networks are more unevenly
distributed than those of supporters, suggesting that relatively few opponents
account for a large share of activity. Although the measures for relational structures
do not give a uniform picture of cohesion, it is clear that opponents are at least
as cohesive as supporters. This is remarkable considering that the cohesion of
supporters derives in part from geographical proximity; apparently the cohesion
of opponents has different origins.

6

51	Opting for accuracy over quantity, the following conditions were applied, explaining the relatively
small numbers. Only ties are included of users unambiguously classified as supporter or opponent,
which includes having sent at least three tweets. Only ties are included of users with unambiguous,
pertinent locations. Ties are included only if the target also occurs in the dataset as a source, because
otherwise a location could not be determined.
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Table 6.3 Cohesion among supporters and opponents
Supporters
Opponents

Group
All
Conservative
Alt-right

Nodes
105,818
12,702
10,916

Edges
89,203
8,703
8,477

Density
0.00001593289
0.00010789190
0.00014229350

Mean degree
1.69
1.37
1.55

Power law exponent
2.14
2.57
2.25

Note: Density is calculated on undirected graphs (mean degree / (n-1)). Note that while normalized, density
interacts in complex ways with graph size, as discussed in the methodology section. The power law exponent
is calculated for the discrete cumulative distributions, with the following Kolmogorov-Smirnov statistics for
goodness-of-fit: supporters (KS.p = 0.67, xmin = 6), conservatives (KS.p = 0.95, xmin = 4), alt-right (KS.p =
0.73, xmin = 5).

Synchronization among supporters and opponents
We suggested that there would be more synchronization in a swarm model than in
a grassroots model. Synchronization is examined in two ways: as tweeting activity
and as a shared focus of attention. We study synchronization of activity among
groups by comparing time series of tweet volumes. More simultaneous tweeting
activity indicates a more synchronization (Figure 6.2).
Figure 6.2: Synchronized activity among supporters and opponents of #blacklivesmatter

Note: daily volume of tweets sent, by day, from opponents alt-right (red), conservatives (orange) and supporters
(blue). Point size indicates the number of tweets.

Overall, both supporters and opponents are synchronized only at certain times.
Such coordinated activity in large numbers occurs more often among opponents
than among supporters. Among supporters, the range lies between 1 and 3786
tweets, the mean is 113.2, the median 49 and the standard deviation is 254.3.
Among conservatives, the range is between 1 and 177 tweets, the mean is 15.4,
the median is 9, and the standard deviation is 20.7. Among alt-right, the range is
between 7 and 3233 tweets, the mean is 183.3, the median is 109, and the standard
deviation is 284.2. We note the non-normal distributions.
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Different dynamics are at the root of synchronized moments. The graph
depicts proportions of overall activity, showing how evenly activity is spread
out over the period in the different groups. Supporters tend to engage ongoing
conversations in small groups, generating a baseline of daily activity. Because of
this, as the grassroots model suggests, synchronization among large numbers of
supporters is rare. It occurs when many groups converge around the same topic.
For instance, this happens in July 2015, with the tragic death and funeral of Sandra
Bland, instances of police brutality, or events like the Academy Awards ceremony.
For opponents, synchronization occurs, for instance, by the circulation of links
to alternative news sources. Among the alt-right, there is little activity related to
#blacklivesmatter in between such moments of synchronization.
We suggested different degrees of synchronized attention in the swarm and
grassroots models. Whether many people synchronize their attention is measured
as the average number of users from each group focusing on the same target
simultaneously (Figure 6.3). Intuitively, a high average value suggests a large group
of users directs attention on a relatively small number of targets.
Figure 6.3: Synchronized attention among supporters and opponents of #blacklivesmatter

6

Note: Average number of users from group focusing on targets, by day, from conservatives (orange),alt-right
(red) and supporters (blue). Values are normalized for each group to membership as y= (x – xmin) / (xmax – xmin),
the absolute sum of which is shown as point size.

Synchronization of attention is generally limited. This is illustrated by the low
values throughout the period, ranging roughly between 0 and 0.25, with outliers
during brief periods. The mean normalized scores are 0.08 for supporters, 0.06
for conservatives, and 0.11 for the alt right. For instance, on October 9th 2017,
various groups of supporters (369) align in support of Kaepernick. The level
of focused attention is particularly low among conservative opponents. There
is a relatively high level of focused attention among the alt-right. Moments
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of synchronized attention are more frequent among supporters than among
opponents.

Discussion
Activists have often seen in technology a promise that the power to represent the
world will be more evenly distributed. For example, the wide diffusion of video
cameras provided a crucial tool for activists speaking out against police violence.
It was a landmark event in the history of mediatized conflict when a passerby,
George Holliday, witnessed the brutal beating of Rodney King at the hands of
officers from the Los Angeles Police Department. The recording of the beating and
the subsequent failure to convict the police officers triggered massive riots in 1992.
Since that time, recording devices have become lighter, smaller, better, and cheaper.
Recent years have seen the proliferation of recordings of police confrontations.
For example, vigilant observers and their cameras made us witness to Oscar
Grant’s death at the Oakland Fruitvale BART station in 2009, and to Eric Garner’s
death at the hands of the New York Police in 2014. The words ‘I can’t breathe’
were shared time and time again, the clips recorded by eyewitnesses contradicting
the testimonies of authorities. Digital networking is often analyzed as a means
to organize progressive egalitarian movements (Bennett and Segerberg, 2012;
Castells, 2007; Della Porta and Tarrow, 2005; Juris, 2005a). Against a backdrop of
increasing individualization, people today can easily and rapidly share personal
action frames to coordinate the struggle for a more just world.
While digital tools provide activists with powerful ways to coordinate against
injustice, social media also serve as a vehicle for backlash. In this context, social
media are not just a channel of communication for spreading information but also
a way to coordinate among movements and counter-movements alike. This means
that we may have to change the way we understand digitally networked action.
To explain different forms of coordination among movements and countermovements, we suggested two models: a grassroots and a swarm model. At the
heart of the grassroots model are community relations, based on the notion that
the fabric of movements consists of many interwoven local groups. Relationships
within groups are strong (kinship, friendships, comrades, affinity groups, etc.)
while tools like social media facilitate coordination between such groups (Bennett
and Segerberg, 2012; Tarrow and McAdam, 2005). Key to the swarm model is that
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individual actions generate large-scale collective behaviors that can resemble the
coordinated action of social movements. This is facilitated by social media, through
which individual actors can observe and adjust their behavior to other individuals
in the absence of or isolation from community relations. Both supporters and
opponents might benefit from these digitally networked forms of coordination,
and although ideal-typical, we expected to find more of the grassroots model
among supporters, and more swarm-like features among opponents.
Findings confirm our expectations. With regard to local communities,
supporters are strongly embedded in place: supporters are more forthcoming and
specific about their home base in their Twitter bios and geographical proximity
drastically increases the probability of a relationship. However, we find different
spatialities among opponents, and their interactions less bound to specific
locations. Considering that researchers consistently find that social movements
networks are rooted in places (Borge-Holthoefer et al., 2014; Conover, Davis, et
al., 2013; van Haperen et al., 2018), it is striking that geographical proximity does
not increase the probability of ties among opponents. The counter-movement is
more deterritorialized. Together, these findings indicate that supporters are more
strongly embedded in local geographies, confirming expectations of the grassroots
model. The alt right group is not rooted in specific localities, as suggested by the
swarm model.
While our coarse measure of cohesion suggests a lower overall embeddedness
among supporters, we interpret the networks measures in concert as evidence
of a polycentric structure among supporters, as expected from the grassroots
model. Research honing more specified measures might provide further insight;
modularity-based methods provide promising avenues, if non-isomorphic
substructures can be accounted for adequately. We interpret the current findings
as evidence of the grassroots model among supporters and the swarm model
among opponents, particularly for the alt-right.
In terms of synchronized activity, supporters are less coordinated overall, as
expected from the grassroots model. Ongoing interactions within a wide range
of communities provide a baseline activity. When synchronization is achieved
between communities, it is the result of impactful tragedies or events. The activity
of conservatives is similarly community-based, with ongoing interactions at times
veering towards #blacklivesmatter. Synchronization among the alt-right is more
frequent and concentrated, corroborating swarm model expectations. There is a
degree of sequencing between opponents and supporters. Peak activity among

6
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alt-right opponents follows after, never precedes, supporter activity. While no
expectations were formulated about coordination between opposing groups, this
suggests more reactionary activity among swarm opponents, and perhaps less
than spontaneous emergent synchronization than the swarm model suggests.
With regard to the synchronization of attention, interpretation of opponents’
results is not straightforward. The grassroots model suggests multiple groups
each sharing a focus of attention among themselves, while not necessarily
synchronizing attention between groups. Indeed, in combination with the evenly
distributed activity, the higher frequency of moments of focused attention among
supporters suggests a polycentric structure. Among conservative opponents, there
is a baseline focus among groups, but few moments of synchronized attention
between groups. Our interpretation is that both supporters and conservatives
focus attention among subgroups, as the grassroots model suggests. However,
supporters achieve synchronized attention between groups more often. Among
the alt-right opponents, there is a baseline of more focused and less frequent
moments of attention. When a group of these accounts retweets content from
each other, moments of strong focus arise, as is the case in mid-June 2016 for a
fabricated, supposedly hacked e-mail that is tweeted by others not in this group.
Such instances were not anticipated in our measure. Strictly isolating only tweets
directed at targets might produce less noisy results, but does not accurately
represent how Twitter is leveraged by users, particularly the alt-right opponents.
These findings align with the swarm model: individualized attention with emergent
moments of highly synchronized attention as focus cascades through the system
(Centola, Eguíluz, and Macy, 2007; Seguin, 2017).

Conclusions
The advent of social media provides affordances for the coordination of social
movements. In recent years, the movement for Black lives has powerfully
demonstrated the potential of digital networking. Simultaneously, a resurgence of
online rightwing extremism has benefited from the same digital networking tools.
What can we learn about the network structures of such counter-movements from
the way they coordinate activity online?
To describe how digitally networked movements and counter-movements
coordinate, we draw on a dataset of 18.5 million tweets, comparing supporters and
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opponents of #blacklivesmatter in terms of relations and spatialities. To explain
these differences we suggest and test two ideal-typical models of coordination:
the grassroots and the swarm. In short, the difference between the grassroots and
swarm models is relational: how strongly individuals are rooted in communities
and places. The grassroots model refers to engagement with movements through
personal networks, suggesting individuals are strongly embedded in local
communities and places. Key to the swarm model is that individual actions
generate large-scale collective coordination without reliance on local relations or
embeddedness. We measured synchronization and embeddedness in communities
in terms of cohesion and geographic reference. Synchronization was measured in
terms of synchronized activity and a mutual focus of attention.
We find that supporters of #blacklivesmatter are more strongly embedded
in local relations and places, suggesting their online activism builds on local
community relations, often rooted in specific cities. Opponents have very different
relations and geographies. One group is, to a degree, rooted in localities but with
a different geography than supporters, typically based in red states. We describe
this group as conservative opponents. A second group of opponents is described
as extreme right and is the source of the most extreme content. This group is
highly synchronized but its members do not rely on being embedded in local
communities.
We conclude with contributions to the literature. The examination of countermovement dynamics may be of interest to activists and scholars for being the first
to do so on a large scale in digitally networked movements, and Black Lives Matter
specifically. Theoretically, we specify a further understanding of online movement
and counter-movement dynamics. This helps to assess the different mobilization
capacities of activists and their adversaries. The models of coordination suggests
different pathways for scaling up digitally networked movements. Paradoxically,
pervasive individualization can be conducive to coordination, allowing activity
to cascade through aggregated crowds without the structural bottlenecks typical
of polycentric community structures. While the affordances of digital networking
are leveraged by progressive movements and their adversaries alike, they operate
according to different kinds of connective action: that of the grassroots and that
of the swarm.

6
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Chapter 7
The Networked Grassroots:
How Radicals Outflanked
Reformists in the United States’
Immigrant Rights Movement52
Walter Nicholls, Justus Uitermark, Sander van Haperen

52	This chapter appears as: Nicholls, Walter, Justus Uitermark, and Sander van Haperen. 2016. “The
Networked Grassroots. How Radicals Outflanked Reformists in the United States’ Immigrant Rights
Movement.” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 42(6):1036–54.
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Abstract
This paper accounts for important shifts in the debate on immigration reform by
considering the geographies of protest. Our findings point to the importance of urban
hubs of activists and organisations that have worked with one another over extended
periods of time. While these urban hubs constitute distinctive activist worlds, they
have also connected to one another and coordinated nation-wide actions through
a variety of networks (social media, interpersonal, and inter-organisational). Using
interviews, network analysis, and data on funding, we show how this decentralised
network evolved and eventually outflanked nationally centred and reformist
advocacy organisations in recent anti-deportation campaigns.
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Introduction
In spring 2013, the United States Senate passed the ‘Border Security, Economic
Opportunity, and Immigration Modernization Act’ (S. 744) with resounding
bipartisan support. The bill would have provided half to two-thirds of the total
undocumented population (circa 11 million people) with legal status and eventual
citizenship. The bill also introduced many restrictions that made millions ineligible
for legalisation. Ineligible and recently arrived immigrants would face a surge in
restrictive measures as the bill included $46.3 billion in additional funding for
enforcement.53 The legalisation of eligible immigrants would therefore depend on
reinforcing the illegality of many others. The Senate bill was supported by the large
national organisations advocating for immigrant rights including the National
Council of La Raza, America’s Voice, and Center for Community Change. They
accepted the restrictions as an unfortunate compromise needed to win over
Republican support. By contrast, many grassroots organisations and activists
balked. These organisations worked closely with undocumented immigrants and
had long struggled to resist the Obama administration’s deportation policies. They
believed that the Senate bill would institutionalise the divide between ‘deserving’
and ‘undeserving’ immigrants, and that those in the latter category would face
intensified repression.
One of the organisations critical of the bill was Los Angeles-based National
Day Laborer Organizing Network (NDLON).54 In addition to supporting day
labour organisations in localities across the country, it focused on fighting
federal, state, and local enforcement measures that placed day workers at
greatest risk of detention and deportation. By summer 2013, NDLON escalated
its efforts by reinforcing its fight against the federal government’s principal
deportation measure (Secure Communities), openly criticising the Senate bill,
starting a national coalition to demand relief from deportation (the Not 1 More
campaign), and branding Obama ‘Deporter in Chief ’. Early on in the campaign,
NDLON teamed up with undocumented youth activists (‘DREAMers’) who
had pushed for the DREAM (Development, Relief, and Education for Alien
Minors) act in the years before and would go on to play a major role in the

7

53	http://www.immigrationpolicy.org/special-reports/guide-s744-understanding-2013-senateimmigration-bill, retrieved August 2, 2019.
54	In an article on the immigrant rights movement, Politico reported that, ‘The group most vocal in its
demands that Obama act on deportations is the National Day Laborer Organizing Network’ (Politico,
February 20, 2014).
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Not 1 More campaign. As the Senate bill perished in the House of Representatives
and the Obama administration continued its deportation policies, the tide of the
national immigrant rights movement started to shift in favour of NDLON and the
DREAMers. After an intense campaign—that we will analyse in detail—Obama
conceded. On 17 November 2014, the President enacted an executive order to
provide administrative relief to an expected four to five million immigrants. The
executive order also called for ending the government’s key enforcement measure:
Secure Communities. This was the broadest executive action on immigration ever
to have been issued in the history of the United States.
How did radical grassroots organisations achieve these successes? This paper
shows that grassroots organisations developed strong networks within cities and
across the country, which eventually enabled them to outflank national advocacy
organisations and assume a leading role in shaping immigration reform. We show
how activist clusters worked together in a decentralised network. These local
activist clusters consisted of activists and organisations that have worked with
one another over extended periods of time. The thickness of localised activist ties
has enabled them to collectivise resources and deploy them in a wide variety of
struggles covering the gamut of immigration issues. While these local hubs have
constituted distinctive activist worlds, they have also connected to one another
and coordinated collective actions through a variety of networks (social media,
interpersonal, and inter-organisational). This decentralised network stands
in contrast to the centralised cluster of several large and resourceful national
advocacy organisations (National Council of La Raza, America’s Voice, and Center
for Community Change). Whereas the centralised cluster became dominant in the
late 2000s, the decentralised network has become ascendant since the early 2010s.
The failure of the Senate bill and the enactment of the Obama administration’s
executive order signal the shifting balance of power in the immigrant rights
movement.
The first section of the paper addresses the different theories that help
explain for centralising and decentralising tendencies within the national social
movement. The second section examines these tendencies from empirical data.
The remaining section examines how NDLON and its allies introduced a bottomup strategy to pursue reforms.
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Centralisation, decentralisation, and network brokering
Reflecting on the development of the immigrant rights movement, veteran activist
Marisa Franco points out a tension:
I see these developments neither as creating diversity within the movement
nor fracturing it. Social movements should be composed of an ecosystem of
groups and political forces that each play different roles. Tension is part of
the growth of a social movement; so is a divergence of ideas. (Gutierrez and
Franco, 2015)

This research is an effort to theorise and analyse the sort of tension Franco suggests.
In recent years there has been a growing literature on immigrant rights movements
in Europe and the United States (Bloemraad and Voss, 2011; Ireland, 1994;
Koopmans, 2005; Koopmans and Statham, 1999; Nicholls, 2013). The literature
has revealed the discursive and political opportunities that channel mobilisations,
the mobilising frames that permit activists to gain support among immigrants as
well as the broader public, and the resources that permit mobilisations to grow
and flourish. The mobilisations covered by this literature often unfold in particular
localities yet there is little effort to analyse the conditions that make some cities
(certainly not all) into important hubs in national-level struggles. This partially
reflects the ‘methodological nationalism’ of the social sciences and the relative
inattention to local and context-specific features in the immigration literature
(Glick Schiller and Çalar, 2009; Wimmer and Glick Schiller, 2002).

7

Local opportunity structures and networks
The field of immigration politics has substantially changed with the localisation of
immigration enforcement over the past 15 years. This has contributed to making
localities into important arenas of immigration debate and conflict. Aggrieved
local actors prefer to target subnational levels of government with their claims
because the costs of accessing and influencing federal-level decision-making
bodies are prohibitively high for small organisations, while a lower threshold for
participation exists in local governments. This has encouraged aggrieved local
actors to transform the local arena into a major front in national immigration
battles. Many of these conflicts remain local, often failing to produce much effect
in public debate. However, some small struggles take root and grow into larger
mobilisations with regional and national reach. We identify two important factors
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accounting for the capacities of local activists to develop and sustain their
protests.
First, potential opportunities differ across localities. Historically progressive
municipalities provide activists with a favourable context to gain public support
and develop allies with important political elites. Just as important, local politicians
are oftentimes more concerned with maintaining public order in their jurisdictions
than they are with the legal status of their residents. This can encourage some
local politicians to take a pragmatic and more favourable stance on the activities
of undocumented immigrants residing in their jurisdictions.
Second, certain contexts provide aggrieved actors with thicker and more
diverse support networks (Diani, 2004; Gould, 1995; Nicholls, 2008). When early
struggles for immigrant rights emerge in these environments, campaign organisers
can develop partnerships with other organisations possessing complementary
resources (Nicholls, 2008). Sustained collaborations over extended periods of time
fortify interdependencies, with participating actors developing sophisticated and
tacit knowledge of how best to pool their collective resources. As these relations
mature and thicken over time, participants become adept in their abilities to tap
locally situated resources (possessed by individual organisations), combine these
resources in collective projects, and deploy them in a variety of increasingly risky
campaigns.

Networking and scaling up: the strategic work of brokers
Cities possessing political opportunities and supportive local activist networks
are in a stronger position to become a hub of urban activism and nurture small
struggle into sustained mobilisations. Connecting urban hubs in a national
network involves a process of scaling up (Diani, 2004; Miller, 2015; Routledge,
2003; Tarrow and McAdam, 2005). Scaling up depends on the availability of
brokers who can connect activists to potential allies beyond their localities.
For instance, some activists involved in localised struggles may be members of
national organisations or have connections to people in distant places. Tarrow
and McAdam (2005) argue that brokers do not simply introduce distant activists
to one another. They help to align goals, repertoires, and political imaginaries.
They connect local activists to previously unconnected outsiders by representing
them in ways that resonate with the norms, values, and goals of outsiders. This
makes it possible for activists to transcend localism and parochialism, align
political projects, and coordinate with others across geographical, sectoral,
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and ideological differences. When robust activist hubs form in cities, brokers
(like those in NDLON) can devise mechanisms and infrastructures to connect
certain activist localities into a loosely integrated network. Within this broader
configuration, the activist hubs function as relationally intensive drivers: they
use locally constructed, strong-tie relations to capture resources, energy, and
commitment from local activists and channel them into the broader political
circuits of the movement.

Methodology
Our analysis is informed by a range of data sources collected over several years by
the authors.
First, we draw on semi-structured interviews with activists, an analysis of New
York Times articles on immigrant protests and immigration reform for the period
2000–2014; and a LexisNexis search on NDLON for the period 2013–2014.
Second, to assess the differential power of local organisations and national
organisations based in Washington DC, we developed a funding database. The
nonrandom sample consists of 49 immigrant advocacy organisations derived
from three different sources (reputations, the New York Times database, the
Foundation Center). Tax forms (IRS 990) provided information on the ‘grants
and contributions’ received by the 49 organisations from the early 2000s to the
early 2010s. The Foundation Center provided data on foundations that have made
grants to immigrant advocacy organisations. Based on these data, we have been
able to assess investments in the immigrant rights movement and the types of
organisations that benefited most.
Third, we analyse the development of networks across localities by collecting
online communication about the Not 1 More campaign between individuals (and
organisations) on Twitter. The slogan ‘not 1 more deportation’ was first employed
by DREAMers, NDLON, and their close allies, and subsequently adopted by a
range of actors across the United States. We collected tweets containing the hashtag
#not1more between 1 January 2013 and 1 September 2014. We assume a tie
between individuals reciprocally mentioning each other. In addition, geographical
and other user information was derived from accounts’ self-reported biographies.
From this, a developing geographical profile of the #not1more campaign is
outlined. These data allow us to reconstruct how the campaign scaled between the

7
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local and national and to verify our expectation (based on theory as well as the
qualitative analysis) of a decentralised network.

The mobilising context of Los Angeles: shifting opportunities
The downloading of law enforcement responsibilities to localities has spurred
specific and localised conflicts across the national space. At the national level,
the Secure Communities programme was preceded by the Illegal Immigration
Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA), and was piloted in 2008 by
the Bush administration and expanded in 2011 under the Obama administration.
It has accelerated deportation rates from 30,039 immigrants per year in 1990 to
358,886 in 2008 and to 392,000 in 2011 (Johnson, 2012; Lopez and GonzalezBarrera, 2013). Simultaneously many localities developed their own independent
policies to restrict irregular immigrants (Coleman, 2007; Steil and Vasi, 2014;
Strunk and Leitner, 2013; Varsanyi, 2008; Walker and Leitner, 2011). These
local measures included restrictions on the solicitation of jobs by day labourers,
penalties on employers for hiring undocumented, prohibitions on renting property
to undocumented immigrants, the strict enforcement of housing codes, bans on
street vending activities, mandates on the use of English for city business (Steil
and Vasi, 2014, p. 1110). California was one of the first movers in this restrictive
direction. In 1994, 59% of state residents voted to support Proposition 187. The
measure proposed severe cuts in assistance for undocumented immigrants in
health care, public education, and other social services. Between 1989 and 2005, 60
local governments (municipalities and counties) in California enacted ordinances
to restrict the solicitation of work by immigrant day labourers, with 26 of those
located in the Los Angeles metropolitan region (Gonzalez, 2007, p. 16).
The city of Los Angeles during this period provided a supportive context
for early struggles against increasing restrictions. Progressive councilmembers
like John Woo and Michael Hernandez had long reached out to immigrant
organisations. Moreover, in 1996 Manuel Contreras—a representative of the most
progressive and immigrant-friendly faction of organised labour—was elected to
the presidency of the powerful Los Angeles County Federation of Labor (Milkman,
2006). In assuming leadership, Contreras embraced the effort by several union
locals to organise undocumented immigrant workers in the service industry. His
team also worked to make his organisation into a political machine to elect labour
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and immigrant friendly politicians in Los Angeles and the state (Meyerson, 2005).
Next to favourable political opportunities, Los Angeles also had a comparatively
strong activist network. The city possessed a fast developing social movement
infrastructure consisting of militant immigrant rights organisations, innovative
unions, and resource-rich university faculty and students (Milkman, 2006;
Nicholls, 2008). Immigrant rights organisations that had focused on addressing
the legal and material needs of refugees and asylum seekers in the 1980s were
now turning their attention to the needs of the settled undocumented community
(Hamilton and Stoltz Chinchilla, 2001). Several organisations in particular55
mounted and participated in a series of long-term campaigns to enhance the
rights of immigrant workers (Milkman, 2010).
Favourable opportunities and strong activist network combined to facilitate
a series of high-profile campaigns. One of the earliest and most prominent
campaigns concerned the fight for day labourer rights in Southern California. As
early as 1989, the Center for Humane Immigrant Rights (CHIRLA) advocated
for the creation of day labour hiring sites (‘workers centres’) in the city of Los
Angeles. The workers centres would provide a safe space for immigrants to sell
labour, set a wage floor for competing workers, and provide legal protections
against wage theft and exploitation (Patler, 2010, p. 77). CHIRLA convinced the
city of Los Angeles to address the growing issue of day labourers by financially
sponsoring workers centres instead of banning day labour work, as surrounding
municipalities and the county of Los Angeles had done. CHIRLA obtained a
contract from the city to manage two workers centres in 1996, and it used this
funding to hire a permanent organiser. When the city expanded the day labour
programme, CHIRLA collaborated with other immigrant organisations to open
and manage the new centres.
Day labour advocacy bound several Los Angeles-based organisations together
(CHIRLA, IDEPSCA, CARECEN, El Rescate, and later NDLON). Day labourer
advocacy was complex and involved various elements. For instance, creating a new
workers centre required recruiting and politicising day labourers, creating support
among key stakeholders in a locality (lawmakers, unions, churches, and so on),
pushing back on adversaries, and lobbying politicians. Maintaining a healthy centre
required a different set of skills and know-how. These included knowing how to

7

55	Center for Humane Immigrant Rights (CHIRLA), Central American Resource Center (CARECEN),
El Rescate, Korean Workers Association (KIWA), Southern California Institute of Popular Education
(IDEPSCA), among others.
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negotiate with government officials, ensuring that day labourers comply with the
rules and norms of the centre, providing sufficient jobs for workers, and creating a
finely tuned administration. Lastly, litigating against day labour ordinances required
legal knowledge and economic capital to mount costly lawsuits. Good working
relations between organisations with different and complementary resources allowed
day labour advocates to mount a successful day labour campaign that spanned the
Los Angeles region. IDEPSCA, for example, was extremely skilled in recruiting and
politicising immigrant workers through the application of ‘population education’.
Allied legal organisations like the Mexican American Legal and Educational Defense
Fund (MALDEF) and Legal Aid played early and decisive roles in mounting legal
defences of day labourers and fighting local anti-solicitation laws.
CHIRLA and IDEPSCA expanded their operations by creating the Day
Labor Association of Los Angeles in 1997, which served as a model for a national
coalition of organisations working on day labour issues: the NDLON. The
director of CHIRLA’s day labour programme (former president of IDEPSCA’s
Board of Directors) helped form NDLON, and it operated under CHIRLA’s fiscal
sponsorship until 2008. It was designed to serve as a national network between
local immigrant organisations running day labour advocacy programmes (like
those in Los Angeles). It was in effect an attempt to scale up the ‘Los Angeles
organizing model’ (Milkman, 2006).

Centralising and nationalising the movement for comprehensive immigration
reform
A series of campaigns emerged from localities like Los Angeles, but the
tendency in the immigrant rights movement during the late 2000s was national
centralisation. Developments in 2006 and 2007 presented new challenges and
openings that accelerated efforts by large advocacy organisations to centralise and
nationalise the dispersed efforts. The House of Representatives passed the Border
Protection, Anti-terrorism, and Illegal Immigration Control Act of 2005 (the socalled Sensenbrenner Bill), which aimed to criminalise undocumented migration
status (Bloemraad and Voss, 2011; Chavez, 2008). The Senate by contrast passed
the Comprehensive Immigration Reform Act of 2006. The Senate bill introduced
a guest workers programme, a path to legalise millions of undocumented
immigrants, and new resources to enhance border enforcement.
Both the House and Senate bills failed to become law, but they encouraged
national organisations (Center for Community Change, America’s Voice,
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National Council of La Raza, National Immigration Forum, among others) and
their principal funders (Ford Foundation, Open Society, Carnegie Corporation,
MacArthur Foundation, Atlantic Philanthropies, NEO Philanthropy, among
others) to create a more unified front in the fight for immigration reform. Many
believed that the political power of the emerging immigrant rights movement
was hampered by its heterogeneity and localism. This limited its abilities to
pool resources, focus on a common target, and communicate with a common
voice. The leading organisations and funders believed that the immigrant rights
movement should centralise and unify the different components of the national
movement under a common umbrella, and that this unified movement should
focus exclusively on winning the 279 Congressional votes needed to pass the
Comprehensive Immigration Reform Act.
National foundations played a pivotal role in enabling this strategic effort to
nationalise and centralise the movement. Following the failure of comprehensive
reform in 2006 and 2007, the largest foundations increased their funding by
substantial sums (Parker and Shear, 2014). According to data from the Foundation
Center, the largest 20 foundations increased their grants to the 49 immigration
rights organisations in our survey from $30.8 million in 2003 to $64.5 million in
2012 (see Figure 7.1). The 2006–2009 period marks the largest increase in funding,
growing by a spectacular $25 million per year. The Great Recession tempered the
growth rates in 2010 but they resumed in succeeding years.

7

Figure 7.1. Total amount of grants by top-20 and top-10 of foundations.
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While there has been a substantial increase in investments from these and other
foundations, Washington DC-based national organisations have benefited the
most. Based on a survey of IRS tax filings (‘grants and contributions’56) of 49
immigrant rights organisations (national organisations in DC [13], national
organisations outside DC [8], and local-regional organisations [28]), we found
important inequalities in the distribution of grants and contributions. All
immigrant advocacy organisations benefited from the increased flow of money
over the course of the 2000s but organisations located in Washington DC benefited
more than others. They started the decade with a substantial advantage over the
other organisations in our survey, but the gap widened after 2006. ‘Grants and
contributions’ grew by 11.6% and 12.2% from 2006–2007 and 2007–2008 for
national organisations in Washington DC but declined by −6.23% and −28.48%
for national organisations located outside Washington DC Organisations based in
Washington DC retained financial dominance in subsequent years. Drawing on
the IRS data set for the 1999–2012 period, National Council of La Raza, Center for
American Progress, and Center for Community Change dominate, respectively
amassing $365 million, $270 million, and $180 million in ‘grants and contributions’
during the 13-year period (Figure 7.2).
Figure 7.2 Grant-contribution by geographical attributes.

56

I RS filings for ‘grants and contributions’ exceed the sum reported by the Foundation Center because
it covers more grant sources and accounts for non-foundation support (‘contributions’).
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The advantages of national, Washington DC-based organisations were not
accidental. Leading foundations believed that these organisations and their
coalitions were important for pushing immigration reform forward. Following
the failure to push for Comprehensive Immigration Reform in 2006 and 2007,
grant makers believed that these organisations needed to assume a leading role in
a more consolidated, integrated, and centralised movement. A leading strategist
for the Atlantic Foundation remarked that,
After that setback, Atlantic provided funds for the key advocacy groups we
support—including the Center for Community Change, National Council of
La Raza, National Immigration Forum and Asian American Justice Center—
to regroup and come back with a proposal for strengthening their efforts
next time. The result was Reform Immigration for America (RIFA), a strong
coalition with resources provided by Atlantic … and other funders that have
enabled the movement to field an unprecedented campaign. (LaMarche, 2010)

The foundations provided more resources to Washington DC-based organisations
while inducing them to form a national immigrant rights coalition and assume
leadership of it. Atlantic alone invested $69 million in national organisations
addressing immigration issues (Parker and Shear, 2014). According to the
Atlantic Philanthropy’s database, no substantial funds were made available to
smaller, local, and membership-based organisations that made up the bulk of the
immigrant rights movement.57 The Atlantic also financed several retreats among
leading organisations to create a strategic plan for the national movement. The
plan consisted of four pillars including a method to better connect national
leadership to local organisations, voter turnout, ‘policy research to underpin
their pro-immigrant message’, and an effort to bolster the communications
and messaging infrastructure of the movement (Parker and Shear, 2014). The
self-appointed leadership of the immigrant rights movement was therefore made
up of national advocacy organisations (mostly located in Washington DC) and
funded by wealthy foundations. Through the sponsorship of these foundations,
the leadership created an organisational and communication infrastructure to
exert control over the disparate organisations and actors constituting the national
immigrant rights movement.
57

7

http://www.atlanticphilanthropies.org/search/grants. accessed August 5, 2019.
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The election of Barack Obama to the White House and large Democratic
majorities in both chambers of Congress presented the leading organisations
a unique opportunity in 2008. Many of the leaders believed that maintaining a
unified front in the face of this unique opportunity would help ensure the passage
of Comprehensive Immigration Reform. The White House and Congressional
Democrats however prioritised economic stimulus, financial regulations, and
health-care reform over immigration during the first two years after the election.
Democratic leaders suggested that 2010 would be the year for immigration reform.
To pressure the White House and Congress to pass immigration reform, the
Atlantic-sponsored coalition Reform Immigration for America (RIFA) mounted a
large demonstration in Washington DC in March 2010. The organisers demanded
that immigration reform should be the first issue on the administration’s agenda
after the passage of the Affordable Care Act. A representative from the Center for
American Progress commented that,
We are trying to send a strong message that when health care is past us, this
is the issue that needs to be up at bat. We’ve been in the bullpen for a long
time, and now we want to show the strength of the team and the power of the
issue (Angela Kelley, Center for American Progress, cited in Preston, 2010).

RIFA and their partners invested millions of dollars and mobilised more than
100,000 people to the March 2010 demonstration. This enormous effort resulted
in tepid commitments by the White House and national politicians. The actual
demonstration was overshadowed in the news cycle by the passage of the
Affordable Care Act, and moderate Republicans expressed scepticism about
passing immigration reform during the year. ‘If the health care bill goes through
this weekend, that will, in my view, pretty much kill any chance of immigration
reform passing the Senate this year’ (Senator Lindsey Graham, cited in Preston,
2010). The White House displayed limited interest in pushing immigration
reform before a hotly contested mid-term election. To make matters worse, the
Obama administration continued to assert its commitment to mass deportation
programmes like Secure Communities.
In spite of these unsatisfying results, the leadership and funders tried to
reframe victory by stressing that the demonstration had resulted in greater White
House access. A representative from the Atlantic Philanthropies suggested that a
one-hour meeting between President Obama and national organisations justified
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the massive investments. ‘The value of this investment was starkly demonstrated
last week when President Obama … met at the White House for an hour and
fifteen minutes with campaign advocates, including seven of RIFA’s steering
committee members’ (LaMarche, 2010). The multimillion-dollar campaign won
access to the White House, but it appears that access benefited the power and
positioning of the leadership while producing few if any policy wins. We used
the White House visitor records58 to assess access to the Obama administration
(2009–2014) by the 49 organisations in our ‘grants and contributions’ survey.59 We
found that these organisations had a combined 745 visits to the White House. Just
as important, visits increased over the course of the presidency, from 42 in 2009
to 126, 121, 116, 169, and 171 in subsequent years. Indeed, the RIFA mobilisation
coincided with increased access but access (like grants) was not evenly distributed
across the organisations in our survey. National organisations headquartered in
Washington DC had the most White House visits (525), followed by national
organisations outside Washington DC (130), and local-regional organisations
(90). Organisations like National Council of La Raza and Center for American
Progress had 115 and 81 visits, respectively. Most local-regional organisations
had very limited or no White House access. However, larger local organisations in
cities like Los Angeles, Chicago, and Boston enjoyed greater access as they became
more active in DC-dominated coalitions (RIFA and its later emanations) (e.g.
CHIRLA had 13 visits). By contrast, organisations that remained steadfast critics
of the Obama administration had very limited access. NDLON, for example,
had four White House visits with relatively low-level officials. Figure 7.3 shows
that while Washington DC-based national organisations have dominated White
House access, dominance decreased from 81% of all White House visits in 2009 to
67% in 2014. More access was granted in later years to organisations that played
cooperative roles with the Obama administration to push for White Housesupported immigration reform.

7

58	https://open.whitehouse.gov/dataset/White-House-Visitor-Records-Requests/p86s-ychb#columnmenu retrieved August 20, 2015.
59	We only included meetings that were ‘immigration specific’. We did this by including representatives
who specifically dealt with immigration issues for big organisations (e.g. Angela Kelley for Center
for American Progress), meetings with representatives from immigrant advocacy organisations, or
meetings held with Obama administration officials who explicitly work on immigration issues (e.g.
Cecilia Muñoz).
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Figure 7.3. Location and White House visits (percentages).

According to one informant who requested anonymity, access has become a
marker of status and a means to maximise power within the movement. Access
to the White House provides a handful of organisations a monopoly over the
distribution of high-value government information. By exercising this monopoly,
organisations across the network become dependent on the leadership for scarce
information needed to map out political opportunities and devise mobilisation
strategies. Just as important, increased access is used by advocacy organisations as
a measure of success and legitimacy vis-à-vis large foundations, which in turn can
improve funding chances. White House access may not lead to greater influence
over the design and passage of immigration policy but it does yield shorter
term benefits like increased power, status, and economic capital of dominant
organisations. This however comes at the cost of reinforcing oligarchic tendencies
in the movement and magnifying conflicts along centre-periphery.

Fighting deportation and enforcement measures through
local, grassroots struggles
Building up local strongholds
The two developments we outlined so far—burgeoning local campaigns and failed
attempts to achieve immigration reform through centralisation—created the
preconditions for a bottom-up revolt in the immigrant rights movement. Many
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grassroots organisations went along with RIFA’s strategy early on but massive
investments and insignificant outcomes led many to question the strategy’s efficacy.
This challenged the legitimacy of the national leadership and its strategy of national
centralisation. A former organiser of United We Dream (an undocumented
youth organisation) put it the following way, ‘These community organizations
struggle mightily. They are understaffed and overworked. Here the big national
organizations are spending tons of money for this march that doesn’t even make
the news. That was the beginning of the end for RIFA’ (Former organiser, United
We Dream, personal interview).
Strategic differences between central and peripheral organisations came
into sharp relief in response to Arizona’s anti-immigration law S.B. 1070 in
2010. NDLON and MALDEF, in cooperation with local allied organisations, had
been organising in Arizona since the mid-2000s. They formed a local coalition
to protest the Maricopa County Sheriff Department’s belligerent role in 287[g]
and Secure Communities programmes. They redoubled efforts in response to the
passage of S.B. 1070, but their efforts were rebuffed by RIFA. RIFA insisted that
NDLON and its local allies should focus energies on the national effort to pass the
Comprehensive Immigration Reform Act. Recounting his interactions with the
RIFA leadership during the Arizona campaign, the executive director of NDLON
noted:

7

The director of the Center for Community Change [leading RIFA
organization] says that the enforcement messaging is essentially taking away
from their messaging, that it’s not the messaging that we need to communicate
to America, that it’s going to hurt us in the long-term. So, obviously, we said,
‘We’re very sorry for that, but the thing is we’re not going to use the fight in
Arizona and the suffering of people to help this [comprehensive reform]
failed effort … S.B. 1070 is wrong on its own merits.’ …  We couldn’t come to
terms with them. (Director, NDLON, personal interview)

NDLON’s longer term aim in Arizona was to build a local activist infrastructure
in Arizona. NDLON had already developed good relations with local day labour
activists in the area and worked with them to create Puente in 2007. It provided
services like English as a Second Language courses and legal aid workshops.
Puente also offered community defence courses that aimed to provide immigrant
communities with methods to exercise their rights when confronted by local police.
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After the passage of S.B. 1070 in 2010, NDLON worked with Puente to create a new
organisation: Alto Arizona. Alto Arizona functioned as the principal coordinating
organisation of the Arizona campaign. It also worked with Puente and their local
allies to create ‘Barrio Defense Committees’ (BDC). The BDCs combined the selfdefence tactics of the Black Panther Party with the ‘base community’ model of the
Latin American left.
In addition to building up a local social movement infrastructure, the Arizona
campaign employed boycotts in a way that helped extend the issue beyond the
traditional immigrant rights community. National and local politicians, businesses,
entertainers, academics, and many others became involved in the Arizona campaign
through their participation in the boycott. The boycott impacted Arizona’s economy
and reputation, negatively affecting the state’s powerful tourist industry and drawing
it directly into the campaign against S.B. 1070. In a letter to the state legislature in
March 2011, 60 business leaders demanded that the state stop enacting repressive
immigration measures. The letter ‘blamed last year’s bill [S.B. 1070] for boycotts,
canceled contracts, declining sales and other economic setbacks’ (Semple, 2011).
While the campaign did not convince the Arizona legislature and governor to repeal
S.B. 1070, the United States Supreme Court eventually struck down three out of four
provisions. The Justice Department went on to indict the Sheriff of Maricopa County
for civil rights violations. The campaign also contributed to ousting state Senate
Majority Leader Russell Pearce (the principal sponsor of S.B. 1070) in a special runoff
election. The campaign produced what one prominent Republican state senator
called ‘immigration fatigue’ (McComish, Semple, 2011). This was precisely one of
the central goals of the campaign: to raise the costs of restrictive measures as a way
to dissuade other states from copying them. Tom Saenz, the director of MALDEF,
framed the Supreme Court victory in these terms: ‘[T]he decision sends a strong
warning to any states or localities that have enacted or that may be considering
enacting their own immigration regulation schemes.’60
Through the Arizona campaign, NDLON and its allies began to develop
an alternative strategy to national centralisation by creating locally grounded
coalitions to fight against local and national enforcement measures. Between 2010
and 2014 NDLON went on to consolidate this territorial strategy. The strategy
aimed to build local mobilisation capacities, and use wins in localities as leverage
in broader political and policy battles.
60

www.maldef.org/news/releases/supreme_court_dec_azcase/D, accessed August 5, 2019.
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First, building territorial strongholds required building up organisational
capacity and strong levels of cooperation in friendly and unfriendly territories.
NDLON worked with local allies in Arizona to harness local mobilisation capacities
in pitched battles with local and state government officials. The work of building
local capacity in unfriendly states continued through NDLON’s work in Georgia
and Louisiana during the course of the decade. After the Arizona fight in 2011,
NDLON initiated another campaign in Los Angeles against Secure Communities.
It sought to pressure local and state officials to opt out of the programme. NDLON
and undocumented immigrant youths (DREAMers) developed a strong network
of elite allies in the Los Angeles area including the powerful County Federation of
Labor, Los Angeles’s Mayor Antonio Villaraigosa, the city council, and influential
members of the state Assembly and Senate. It also drew support from the many
different local organisations. This coalition served as the base for a state-wide
campaign in 2012 to push for the California Transparency and Responsibility Using
State Tools (TRUST) act. This state law restricted California’s participation in the
Secure Communities programme. The state would only honour Immigration and
Customs Enforcement requests to hold undocumented immigrants for those people
suspected of committing certain felony crimes. The broad coalition succeeded in
pushing Governor Jerry Brown to sign the TRUST Act into law on 5 October 2013.
Along with the California Dream Act and a driver license bill for undocumented
immigrants (passed in 2011 and 2013, respectively), the TRUST act contributed to
making California into a sanctuary for undocumented immigrants.
Second, local struggles have been used in broader political fights. Arizona
was selected as a strategic battleground because NDLON and its allies wanted to
protect immigrants in the state but also because it was a strategic place to call
broad attention to national and local enforcement measures. By calling attention
to these matters, NDLON and its allies were able to exert pressure on the Justice
Department to file suit against the Arizona law and file charges against the
Sheriff of Maricopa County for civil rights violations. Just as important, battles
in Arizona were used to warn other states and localities not to pursue similar
measures if they wanted to avoid costly fights. Wins in local arenas could under
the right conditions produce leverage in the broader fight against enforcement and
deportation measures in other government arenas. Arizona and California were,
in other words, pressure points within the broader immigration system: focused
campaigns in these places could be used to extract wins and changes across the
whole system. An NDLON ally remarks that,
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There’s a sense that we’re not going to get anything [from Congress] … And
because nothing is happening in Congress, a lot of the fights are going to be
at the state level. We continue to push Obama to stop deportations …  and
suspend the Secure Communities. But our leverage is increased when we get
states to push the Feds. Now, some people don’t agree with this strategy …  and
say, ‘No, you’ve got to focus only on the Feds and Congress in particular.’
(Director, CARECEN, personal interview)

The relative lack of political opportunities in Congress encouraged activists
to pursue a strategy to exert maximum pressure in strategic geographical sites
(pressure points), with wins in these sites used to increase leverage in other parts
of the system.

Networking the grassroots
While territory was an important part of the strategy, NDLON and its allies
connected the grassroots through loosely networked national campaigns. The Not
1 More campaign, launched in early 2013, was the most important vehicle for doing
this. While the national organisations embraced a 2013 Senate comprehensive
immigration reform bill and sought to pressure House Republicans to pass it
(largely reflecting the Obama administration’s own wishes), NDLON and its
allies criticised Democrats for making too many concessions to ‘xenophobes’,
denounced the Obama administration’s record on deportations, and called for the
Obama administration to use its executive authority to extend deportation relief
to all undocumented immigrants (i.e. not one more deportation).
NDLON stressed that Obama’s deportation policies would negatively affect
his legacy (‘Deporter in Chief ’) if he failed to enact an executive order to stop
deportations. The director of NDLON remarked that,
He is after all the ‘Deporter in Chief ’. But things don’t have to stall. By
leading the immigration reform debate through actions [an executive order]
and not just words, the President can break the impasse and focus Congress’s
attention on getting something done this year. (Pablo Alvarado, cited in
Matthews, 2013).

The Not 1 More campaign employed a new and more decentralised strategy to
scale out from its territorial strongholds. No formal affiliation has been required to
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become a member of the network, and organisations have often connected through
Twitter and Facebook. Approximately six people—from NDLON and its strategic
allies61 —served on the steering committee. A paid NDLON organiser served as
director of the network. The steering committee was charged with developing
protest actions and creating mobilising frames. These were transmitted to affiliates
across the country (Nicholls, 2016). The leaders of the campaign did not direct
the political acts and language of their distant allies. Instead, they worked with
one another on different kinds of actions (press conferences, hunger strikes, civil
disobediences, etc.), developed messaging and mobilisation frames, and diffused
information about actions to members across the country. The loose nature of the
campaign led some NDLON leaders to call it an ‘open source’ campaign.
Based on our analysis of Twitter activities, the campaign grew steadily from
January 2013 until 16,113 unique accounts had used the hashtag #not1more by
September 2014. During the first month of the campaign people become involved
from the territorial strongholds of the decentralised network (Figure 7.4).
Initially, tweets about the issue and reports from local direct actions are tied to the
#not1more campaign from these geographical clusters.
Figure 7.4. Development of the #not1more campaign

7

Number of active accounts by county after 1, 3, and 20 months, between 1 January 2013 and 1 September 2014

Six months into the campaign these local urban clusters were further consolidated:
Los Angeles (14.5% of unique active accounts), New York City (13.8%), DC
(11.4%), and Chicago (11.3%). Following these urban hubs, secondary regional
hubs also appear in southern Florida, eastern Texas, and northern California. After
20 months, the pre-existing activist hubs remained the backbone of the campaign
while people from across the nation became involved in the campaign and part
of the decentralised network of immigration struggles. Activists from across
61

NDLON, United We Dream, Interfaith Community Organization (PICO), Presente.org.
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the country adopted the ‘Not 1 More’ frame and have blocked buses carrying
deportees, engaged in hunger strikes, and disrupted politicians’ speeches to call
attention to their cause. These were typically local events but their adoption of
‘Not 1 More’ placed local activism within a broader campaign. While most of the
clusters in this network showed a strong geographic orientation, the decentralised
campaign also increasingly shows brokering between a variety of sectors. Clusters
with a shared organisational orientation (most notably DREAMers, as well as
Asian Pacific American organisations, unions and faith-based organisations) have
roots in different geographical locations. Members of such organisations shared
information across locations, contributing to the rising prominence of the Not 1
More campaign across the country.
The development of this campaign network thus helps to understand how the
decentralised strategy became increasingly influential. The common application
of the Not 1 More slogan imposes a high degree of strategic unity in a movement
made up of many different parts and a weak command and control infrastructure.
National advocacy organisations initially dismissed the Not 1 More campaign
as an unhelpful distraction because it drew the focus away from the strategy of
pressuring House Republicans to pass a comprehensive reform bill. However, the
increasing visibility and intensity of the campaign among immigrant activists
and the declining probability of comprehensive reform prompted the national
organisations to pivot and extend support to the campaign. Congressperson
Luis Gutiérrez commented on this shift in an interview with Politico magazine in
February 2014,
It’s becoming something that you can’t control. People have tried to control
it. This administration has put inordinate pressure on people not to criticize
the president on his immigration policy … But in this low-grade civil war
over immigration messaging, those who want the president to act [enact an
executive order] increasingly own the narrative. (Luis Gutiérrez, cited in
Epstein, 2014, emphasis added).

The slogan ‘Deporter in Chief ’ is an illustrative example of such a narrative
that rose to national prominence, having been adopted from its origins in the
periphery of the network. The slogan first appeared in August 2011, but was
largely ignored until DREAM activists employed the term in a banner drop on
29 May 2013 in Chicago. Starting with initial reports of local activists about the
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action on Twitter, the slogan attracted attention across the #not1more network
that was already in place, facilitating the cognitive work of brokering this slogan
to others across geographic and sectoral boundaries. This led to replication of the
banner drop in other places like Oakland, California and Homestead, Florida.
It was also followed by the adoption of the slogan in other types of local direct
actions such as in marches in Los Angeles. Subsequently the slogan ‘Deporter in
Chief ’ garnered widespread attention when in March 2014, the executive director
of the National Council of La Raza, Janet Murguía, used the slogan to denounce
President Obama’s deportation policies. She went on to note that his policies were
leaving ‘a wake of devastation for families across America’ (Janet Murguía, cited in
Shear and Preston, 2014).
As noted in the previous section, National Council of La Raza was the
penultimate status quo organisation in the immigrant rights movement, having
had the strongest ties to the Obama administration and greatest access to
economic resources. Murguía’s direct and critical stance marked a seismic shift.
Other national organisations followed suit and began to sharpen criticism of the
administration’s deportation policies. The executive director of the Center for
Community Change, a leading Washington DC-based organisation, asserted that,

7

We assumed that a Democratic president who wanted to move immigration
reform would not pursue a strategy of deporting the people who he was
intent on legalizing. That was a totally wrong assumption. And there is a
lot of anger about that (Deepak Bhargava, cited in Shear and Preston, 2014)

Other national organisations pressed the administration to change its enforcement
and deportation policies. On 4 April 2014, the President of the AFL-CIO, Richard
Trumka, backed NDLON’s Not 1 More campaign in a formal press release.62 The
executive director of America’s Voice, Frank Sharry, went on to directly replicate
NDLON’s message that Obama’s legacy depended on enacting administrative
relief, ‘Does he really want to go down as the “deporter in chief,” and the only
thing that happened during his second term was beefed-up enforcement and
deportations? He’s the president. He’s got to take action’ (Parker and Shear, 2014).
An initially radical phrase like ‘Deporter in chief ’ travelled through activist
networks from the periphery to the centre. While the phrase was initially pushed
62	http://www.notonemoredeportation.com/2014/04/04/afl-cio-president-trumka-applauds-not1morecampaign/, accessed August 5, 2019.
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by activists engaged in disruptive direct actions, over time more institutionalised
actors in Washington DC also began to refer to Obama as the ‘Deporter in chief ’. The
momentum created by NDLON’s Not 1 More campaign ultimately pressured the
Obama administration to pass an executive order on 17 November 2014 (Nicholls
et al., 2016). The executive order would have extended relief to an estimated four
to five million undocumented immigrants and repeal the administration’s vaunted
Secure Communities programme. While these measures are currently stalled in
the courts, many in the immigrant rights community understand that this was a
significant win and a major vindication of the bottom up, networked strategy.

Conclusion
How did radical grassroots organisations manage to outflank resourceful NGOs
and achieve major changes in government policies? To answer this question, we
have mapped the evolving networks of NDLON, its allies, and its rivals. We have
shown how NDLON’s radical discourse was initially confined to the periphery
of the social movement space but gained support as a local activist cluster
consolidated. Los Angeles provided opportunities for a cluster of burgeoning day
labour activists to organise in the 1990s and early 2000s. They worked with local
partners to develop new ways to pool their resources in the struggle to expand the
rights of immigrant workers. During the course of this struggle, they developed a
strategic repertoire that produced a string of local victories. Their successes allowed
these Los Angeles activists to build a decentralised network of local organisations
working on similar issues (NDLON). The decentralised network configuration
enabled Los Angeles-based activists to connect to other organisations in localities
outside Los Angeles. When shifting scale to a national campaign, NDLON and its
allies were able to activate these networks in a campaign to exert pressure on the
Obama administration.
NDLON’s strategy was premised on the idea that immigration enforcement
depends on many different institutional points rather than a single locus of power
(Congress). They unleashed many campaigns to exercise pressure on these strategic
points in order to produce tremors across the whole system. While NDLON
and its allies kept an eye on Congress, they also targeted towns, counties, states,
the Department of Homeland Security, and the President. By supporting and
sponsoring battles in these multiple terrains, they have aimed to undermine the
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legal, institutional, and ideological foundations of the government’s deportation
policies. The strategic and geographic characteristics of the movement have
become more complex than before, but the movement has by no means become
chaotic. Most advocates of this strategy have embraced a common vision that rests
on building bases of territorial power and networking urban activist clusters to
pressure state and national officials.
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Abstract
Undocumented immigrant youths, known as the Dreamers, rose to exceptional
prominence in the immigrant rights movement. Simultaneously, their strategy of
asserting distinction from more stigmatized immigrants created distance between
privileged and underprivileged immigrant activists. While profiting from distinction
at the peak of their power in 2013, they pivoted away from Dreamer-specific interests.
Instead, they began mobilizing for policies benefiting all undocumented migrants
by developing alliances with the National Day Laborer Organizing Network in a
controversial campaign to stop deportations: Not One More. This paper examines
how relations develop between privileged and underprivileged subgroups in social
movements of highly stigmatized people.
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Introduction
This paper analyzes the dynamics of distinction and solidarity that often characterize
social movements of highly stigmatized people. It does so by examining relations
between comparatively privileged undocumented youth activists (Dreamers) and
less privileged groups constituting the undocumented immigrant rights movement
(Lauby, 2016; Nicholls, 2013; Patler and Gonzales, 2015; Seif, 2010; Swerts, 2015;
Unzueta Carrasco and Seif, 2014). Within the general immigrant rights movement,
Dreamers had constructed a specific narrative about themselves as being “good
immigrants” and pursued policies that benefited their specific group. By stressing
the attributes that made them distinctive from other undocumented immigrants,
Dreamers were able to increase their status, attract enormous funding, gain
favorable media coverage, and enhance their access to elite politicians. However,
at the peak of their prominence in 2013, many Dreamers pivoted away from the
Dreamer narrative and Dream-specific issues and began mobilizing for policies
benefiting the broader population of undocumented immigrants. Dreamers
allied themselves with immigrant day laborers in a campaign to terminate federal
enforcement programs like Secure Communities and, more broadly, end all
deportations. Thus, while distinction helped to elevate the status and influence of
Dreamers, strong feelings of solidarity drove many to extend support to some of
the most stigmatized immigrants constituting the movement.
The immigrant rights movement in the United States has long been made
up of many different organizations, coalitions of various sorts, and campaigns
addressing a range of issues (from workplace rights to refugee rights) (Voss et
al., 2019; Zepeda-Millán, 2017). The Dreamers, as one political subgroup within
the broader movement, emerged in the early to mid-2000s as a project of several
large advocacy organizations (Nicholls, 2013). National advocacy organizations
like National Immigration Legal Center (NILC) and the Center for Community
Change (CCC) worked with Congressional allies to draft a bill to legalize the
status of undocumented immigrant youths: Development, Relief, and Education
for Alien Minors Act (DREAM Act). As part of this campaign, they worked with
local organizations across the country to foster and support undocumented
immigrant youth activism. These efforts contributed to creating a new subgroup
within the general immigrant rights movement: Dreamers. Their campaign in
2010 ultimately failed but Dreamers and their supporters did successfully pressure
the Obama administration to use its executive authority to provide undocumented
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youth relief from deportation through the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals
(DACA).
Stigma was an important political barrier for all undocumented immigrant
activists in the 2000s because it undermined their political legitimacy. Faced
with this barrier, the early Dreamers and their supporters embraced a strategy
of identification. They highlighted attributes (culturally assimilated, wellembedded in their communities, economic and civic contributions to the nation)
that conformed to national norms, and demonstrated their distinction from less
privileged undocumented immigrants. The strategy elevated their status and
legitimacy and allowed them to acquire money from foundations, support from
important political allies, and extensive media coverage. Non-Dreamer immigrant
activists soon criticized the Dreamers because their strategy reinforced negative
stereotypes of less privileged immigrants and undermined their legitimacy. While
the strategy of identification generated cleavages between more and less privileged
undocumented immigrant activists, most Dreamers remained entangled in
complex immigrant communities (Dreby, 2015; Pallares, 2014). They had social
ties to families and friends and continued to depend on support from many
immigrant advocacy organizations. Consequently, relations between the factions
of the movement were characterized by the conflicting dynamics of distinction
and solidarity.
The dynamics of distinction and solidarity are by no means unique to
the Dreamers. We find similar relational dynamics in the activism of other
historically stigmatized groups including LGBTQ, African-American, and
women’s movements (Armstrong, 2002; Bloom and Martin, 2013; Valocchi, 1999;
Warner, 1999). Privileged members within these movements highlight attributes
of their group that conform to established social norms. For instance, gays and
lesbians with the U.S.-based Human Rights Coalition elevated middle-class
monogamous couples, using their abilities to conform to dominant norms to
enhance political legitimacy. The strategy of identification can enhance legitimacy
and increase various forms of support. But, the strategy also makes conformity
to dominant norms a condition of political legitimacy, weakens the legitimacy of
those who lack the attributes or willingness to conform, and generates cleavages
between more and less privileged constituencies of a coalition. Distinction can
fracture coalitions, but such coalitions also depend on the solidarity of different
constituencies to achieve broader goals. Such dilemmas, we would argue, also
appear in a wide variety of social and political movements consisting of more
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and less privileged groups (Ferree and Roth, 1998). Movements of all kind elevate
those groups within coalitions that possess attributes (e.g. language skills, gender,
ethnicity, sexuality, and so on) that adhere to dominant norms.
Thus, coalitions of stigmatized people oftentimes embrace a strategy that
exacerbates distinctions between privileged and underprivileged subgroups while
continuing to draw on solidarity.
The paper’s empirical focus is on the immigrant rights movement in the
United States but its theoretical aim is to identify the forces responsible for pushing
apart (distinction) and pulling together (solidarity) the different elements making
up movements of stigmatized people. The paper is structured as follows. After
presenting our theoretical argument and methods, we describe the development
and profits of distinction among Dreamers. Then, we describe solidarity between
Dreamers and other groups working together in the Not One More campaign.

Distinction and Solidarity: Pushing Apart and Pulling
Together a Social Movement
The literature on the undocumented youth movement in the United States is
rich and varied (Enriquez and Saguy, 2016; Lauby, 2016; Nicholls, 2013; Patler
and Gonzales, 2015; Seif, 2010; Swerts, 2015; Terriquez, 2015; Unzueta Carrasco
and Seif, 2014). While drawing upon these contributions, the paper also turns to
literatures cultural sociology and immigration to theorize the relational dynamics
found in social movements of stigmatized people.

8

Distinction
Stigma is a process of ascribing labels and stereotypes to a group, separating
the group from the established population, and denying the group equal rights,
resources and voice in society (Bourdieu, 1984, 1991; Elias , 1994; Goffman, 1963;
Link and Phelan, 2001; Lamont, 2000; Lamont and Molnár, 2002; Lamont and
Misrachi, 2012). Stigmatized people are also said to lack the cultural, economic,
and moral attributes needed to be recognized as legitimate political subjects
(Alexander, 2006). Stigma is naturalized when it is ascribed to “objective” features
of the outsider group such as physical attributes (color), dispositions (taste, accent,
movement), and legal status. Elias notes that, “It appears as ‘objective’ – as implanted
on outsiders by nature or the gods. In that way, the stigmatizing group is exculpated
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from any blame” (Elias, 1994, pp. xxxiv–xxxv). For instance, the common slogan,
“What part of illegal don’t you understand?” employs the “objective” attribute of
legal status to naturalize and fix the outsider status of undocumented immigrants,
thereby denying this group political legitimacy (Menjívar and Abrego, 2012;
Ngai, 2004). Thus, stigma does not only result in discrimination, it also presents
stigmatized groups an important barrier to gaining political legitimacy.
Outsiders can pursue various strategies to overcome the political obstacle
of stigma (Goffman, 1963; Lamont and Mizrachi, 2012; Tyler and Slater, 2018).
One prominent strategy is passing or identification (Alexander, 2006; Goffman,
1963). Outsiders enhance their legitimacy by hiding stigmatized attributes and
calling attention to those attributes that conform with the values and norms of
the established culture (Alexander, 2006). For undocumented immigrants, several
attributes signal identification, including cultural assimilation, embeddedness in
the receiving community, and economic contribution (Carens, 2010; Motomura,
2012). Undocumented immigrants bearing these attributes can be represented as
“de facto” nationals or “Americans in waiting” who deserve citizenship (Bosniak,
2007, p. 391; Motomura, 2012). Motomura explains that “contributions to American
society, especially if substantial, can offset prior acts even if those acts are viewed as
clear violations” (Motomura, 2012, p. 376). The attributes that make identification
possible are not equally distributed to all. Some undocumented immigrants are
more culturally assimilated, more embedded, and more economically active than
others. Those who possess these attributes are better able to depict themselves as
normal and therefore deserving recognition as a legitimate political subject.
While stigmatized activists may bolster their legitimacy by identifying
with dominant norms, they also emphasize their distinction from the broader
stigmatized group (cf. Bourdieu 1984, 1991). Distinction is a tactic to enhance
status by marking boundaries between groups and attributing moral values (good
and deserving versus bad and undeserving) to those on either side of the line
(Lamont, 2000; Lamont and Molnár, 2002). “Social subjects,” Bourdieu explained,
“distinguish themselves by the distinctions they make, between the beautiful and
the ugly, the distinguished and the vulgar, in which their position in the objective
classifications is expressed or betrayed.” (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 6). Distinguishing
oneself as good and deserving is achieved by demonstrating distinction from the
bad and undeserving. Consequently, elevating the status of privileged subgroups
in “objective classifications” often comes at the cost of further marginalizing those
who lack the attributes or the will to conform.
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Distinction enhances legitimacy and status while producing what Bourdieu
calls a “profit of distinction” (Bourdieu, 1991, p. 55). A subgroup that has
successfully accumulated legitimacy and status can “convert” those qualities into
other forms of capital, including money from foundations, media exposure, and
access to the political elite. The profit of distinction further bolsters the subgroup’s
positioning within the political field and further distinguishes it from the broader
stigmatized population. By profiting from distinction, the privileged subgroup
becomes, in Bourdieusian terms, the dominant faction of a dominated group
(Bourdieu, 1984).
In sum, stigmatized groups face unique constraints when seeking to enhance
their political legitimacy. One strategy aims to hide stigmatized attributes, identify
with the dominant population, and mark distinction from the broader stigmatized
group. Such a strategy can result in greater status, legitimacy, and resources. These
benefits can, however, can come at the cost of introducing profound divisions and
conflict along status lines.

Solidarity
Asserting distinction allows political subgroups to enhance legitimacy and status
in a hostile political field. Nevertheless, there are reasons for privileged subgroups
to assert solidarity with less fortunate group members, even when expressions of
solidarity risk undercutting their own status and legitimacy. We define political
solidarity as expressions of support through verbal commitments and / or through
the contribution of concrete resources. We highlight three factors that explain for
continued political solidarity in spite of growing distinction and divide: habitus,
moral affiliations, and instrumental incentives.
First, privileged subgroups are not fully spared the denigration of their
less privileged group members. While they may be able to cast themselves as
exceptional immigrants on certain occasions, they will still face discrimination
from dominant groups on other occasions (Du Bois, 1903). Research shows that
as immigrants move up in the social hierarchy (and into a world dominated by
established, white groups) they are continually reminded of their membership to
stigmatized groups (Slootman, 2014). Bourdieu developed the notion of a “cleft
habitus” (habitus clivé), which refers to a disjunction between the primary habitus
(i.e., the embodied dispositions and schemes of perception developed early in
life) and the secondary habitus required in a new field (Friedman, 2016). For
upwardly mobile individuals, there is a persistent and agonizing tension between
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their primary and secondary dispositions, producing “a habitus divided against
itself, and doomed to a kind of double perception of self, to successive allegiances
and multiple identities” (Bourdieu, cited in Friedman, 2016, p. 312). Relatively
privileged immigrants like the Dreamers have a cleft habitus: risen from the
ranks and achieved recognition, but constantly reminded—by their memories
and hurtful encounters with the dominant population—that they originate from
underprivileged and stigmatized groups. This cleft habitus can induce feelings of
solidarity for the larger group.
Second, privileged subgroups like the Dreamers have intimate relations with
less privileged subgroups. Immigrant communities are diverse in terms of their
legal status, cultural and economic capital, and degree of affiliation in the receiving
community (Dreby, 2015; Pallares, 2014). While Dreamers may be able to say that
they are exceptional students who live the American Dream, this is not necessarily
the case for their parents, siblings or friends (Gonzales 2011; Nicholls and Fiorito,
2015). Strong social bonds serve as constant reminders that privileged subgroups
belong to the outsider groups from which they rose (Lauby, 2016, p. 383). Strong
bonds reinforce “bounded solidarity” and produce a “moral imperative felt by
individuals to behave in a certain way” (Portes and Sensenbrenner, 1993, p. 1328).
This moral imperative is oftentimes expressed through feelings of guilt that their
success has come at the expense of their community.
Third, privileged activists may also have instrumental reasons for aligning
with underprivileged counterparts. Solidarity originates not just from shared
experiences but from what Portes and Sensenbrenner (1993, p. 1325) refer to as
“enforceable trust,” i.e., the disciplined compliance with group expectations for the
sake of anticipated rewards. In spite of favorable positions, activists representing
a privileged subgroup may still depend on a broader community for political
support. Privileged actors risk their good standing in the activist community when
they emphasize their distinction vis-à-vis less privileged others (Vermeulen, 2013;
Vermeulen, Michon, and Tillie, 2014). Distinction can be detrimental to activist
alliances, incentivizing efforts to cultivate political relations with more stigmatized
and marginalized groups. Reaching “down” and “giving back” help demonstrate
commitment to “the community” and bolster one’s reputation as a standup actor
within the social movement.
In sum, we argue that highly stigmatized groups entering a hostile political field
face the cross-pressures of distinction and solidarity. The competing imperatives,
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distinction and solidarity, creates perennial dilemmas for activists associated
with both privileged and underprivileged subgroups. Privileged subgroups feel
pressured or tempted to claim that stigmas do not apply to them, inadvertently
yet inevitably confirming that they do apply to other groups. But, they also feel
pressured or tempted to declare their solidarity and membership of the outsider
group, foregoing the possibilities of distinction in the public sphere. How these
countervailing pressures play out in individual cases or for the movement cannot
be specified in advance but have to be explained through empirical research.

Methods and sources
To examine activists’ relations and dispositions, we rely on 34 semi-structured
interviews with immigrant rights activists. Most of the interviews performed
in the study were with California-based activists and advocates. The state, and
in particular the Los Angeles area, was a major hub of immigrant and Dreamer
activism. Most of the youth activists interviewed participated in two distinctive
networks: California Dream Network (mostly campus-based organizations) and
community-based activist groups with constantly changing appellations (Dream
Team Los Angeles, California Immigrant Youth Justice Alliance, and so on).
Interviews were also held with Los Angeles-based immigrant rights organizations
that supported and allied with youth activists. These included the Coalition for
Humane Immigrant Rights of Los Angeles, National Day Laborer Organizing
Network, Mexican American Legal and Educational Defense Fund, Central
American Resource Center, the UCLA Labor Center, National Immigration
Law Center, among others. Lastly, a number of interviews were performed with
representatives of national advocacy organizations and coalitions including
Center for Community Change, National Immigration Forum, National Council
of La Raza, Reform Immigration for America, and the Alliance for Citizenship.
We assess distinction in three ways: media exposure, revenue from foundations,
and access to political elites. First, to assess media exposure, we developed a
newspaper dataset based on the claims analysis method developed by Ruud
Koopmans and Paul Statham (1999). The database contains claims on immigration
issues in the United States over the 2000- 2014 period, collected through
LexisNexis with the keywords “immigration reform” and “immigration protest”.
Except for editorials and opinion pieces, all relevant articles on immigrant rights
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were included:. 1,254 newspaper articles, from which 5,422 claims were extracted.
The database provides information on the newspaper articles (date published,
newspaper, title, author(s), brief description, location) as well as information on
the claim-makers (name, affiliation, claim). The claims were coded for a number
of aspects, including addressee, mode of claims made (protest, press release, etc.),
scale (federal or local), and the number of people involved (only applicable in
case of a protest). Second, to assess financial resources, we drew a non-random
sample of 49 immigrant advocacy organizations from the newspaper database.
This is a mix of prominent national organizations, important state and regional
organizations, and smaller grassroots organizations. Financial information was
derived from IRS 990 forms. These forms, acquired through Guide Start, provided
information on the ‘grants and contributions’ most of these organizations received
from the early 2000s to 2014. Third, to assess political advantages, we examined
access to the White House by creating a White House visitors’ database for 49
organizations over first five years of the Obama Administration (2009-2014).
We retrieved information from the White House visitor records64 and identified
organizations by the names of important employees (Nicholls et al., 2016).
We examine the Not One More campaign as an instance of solidarity, drawing
on social media data, in addition to the interviews, to assess the changing relations
and self-presentations of Dreamers. The campaign represents a high-profile
combined effort of Dreamers and other immigrant activist groups (in particular
day laborer activists), critical for pressuring President Obama to introduce
Deferred Action for Parents of Childhood Arrivals (DAPA), on November
17, 2014. Complementing interviews with social media data allows us to chart
relational configurations among many individuals over an extended timeframe.
Specifically, we draw on Twitter data to examine relations between Dreamers and
others, and the ways Dreamers represent themselves on social media through a
specific hashtag (proxies for claims, narratives, and identities on Twitter). Twitter
and the hashtag #not1more were fundamental to the Not One More campaign
(Franco et al., 2015). To assess potential selection biases, we compared related
hashtags for volume, topic specificity and user base. Unlike the more general
hashtag #immigration, for instance, virtually all tweets containing the hashtag
#not1more relate to the campaign. The data spans two periods: between January

64	Obama Administration, White House Visitor Webpage: https://open.whitehouse.gov/dataset/WhiteHouse-Visitor-Records-Requests/p86s-ychb#column-menu2016, retrieved August 20, 2015.
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1st 2013 (when the hashtag was first used in the context of this campaign) and May
1st 2015, and between June 1st 2015 and June 1st 2016.
From the Twitter data, we examine degrees of distinction and solidarity as
part of Dreamers’ involvement in the Not One More campaign. The database
includes 158,630 tweets, containing 267,116 relations between 42,237 unique users.
Account names or bios with variations of the word “Dream” (n=815 or 1.9%) are
identified as Dreamers and others as non-Dreamers. Involvement is measured as
activity: the number of Dreamers and how prolific they are. We also examine how
distinct Dreamers are in the campaign over time, in changing self-representations
and alignment of Dream-specific claims.

Findings
Rising to distinction
Highly stigmatized groups, like undocumented immigrants, often pursue a
strategy of identification to achieve political legitimacy. The strategy consists of
highlighting the attributes that signal conformity with established norms and
marking distinction from the larger stigmatized population. This section describes
how early Dreamers pursued this strategy and, consequently, generated divisions
within the immigrant rights movement.
In the 2000s, early efforts to construct the Dreamers as a distinctive group of
undocumented immigrants followed two lines: Leaders stressed the attributes that
made this group exceptionally deserving of legalization, and they tried to harness
the appeal of the youths to advance the general goal of passing Comprehensive
Immigration Reform. Campaigns to pass the DREAM Act employed a “poster
child strategy” whereby “exceptional” undocumented youths—selected on the
basis of their unique attributes (assimilation, school performance, and potential
contribution to the country)—were presented to media and political elites. Lauby
refers to the narrative of the “perfect Dreamer” which “relies on frames relative to
achievement, innocence, meritocracy, individualism, and injustice, which together
create the story of the ideal, high-achieving undocumented youth who is unfairly
prevented from gaining access to college and pursuing his or her dreams” (2016,
p. 3). Organizers used the possibility of the DREAM Act and other youth specific
measures as a way to draw youths into the broader immigrant rights struggle. They
saw great potential in the symbolic power and commitment of undocumented
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youths in the general struggle for immigrant rights, and they sought to create a
political and organizational space that would facilitate their incorporation within
it. The national organizations followed suit and helped work with several youths
to create a broad and organized support base of undocumented youths: United We
Dream. Their distinctiveness and exceptionalism, in other words, were harnessed
for the service of the broader immigrant rights movement.
This strategy of distinction generated tensions in 2010. Advocates in national
organizations believed that Congress would pass comprehensive immigration
reform in spring that year. Many youths close to these advocacy organizations
agreed with this assessment (Nicholls, 2013). Other youth activists, however,
believed that comprehensive reform would not pass but that a standalone DREAM
Act would. The dissident Dreamers did not only advocate for a new strategy,
but they also embraced more subversive mobilizing frames that stressed their
undocumented identity as a source of pride rather than shame.
The Dreamers in 2010 distinguished themselves from the broader immigrant
rights movement and the broader population of undocumented immigrants.
Slogans like “undocumented and unafraid” and “coming out of the shadows” were
coupled with frames that stressed the attributes that made them identify with
white middle class America. There was awareness that this discursive strategy
posed a risk with regards to the broader immigrant community. One Dreamer,
Lisa, described the dilemmas posed by the strategy:
Interviewer: There was this idea that the old frames of ‘good immigrant’ and
‘it’s not our fault’ were problematic. Was there also recognition that the ‘good
immigrant’, that the poster child actually worked?
Dreamer: Yeah, yeah, so for us, we know that it works [laughs] – it works
extremely well! We wanted to use it strategically, right? So kind of use it, but
be careful to not demonize our parents or other immigrants. We definitely
used it. We understood the importance of it (Lisa, personal interview)

In the period following 2010, many activists also targeted state-level governments
for laws that would specifically benefit this group, such as in-state tuition for
undocumented youth. Facing little opportunity to revive the DREAM Act in
2011 and 2012, they shifted their efforts to pressure the Obama administration
to use its executive authority to provide undocumented youths with temporary
legal status. In short, a Dreamer-specific strategy was pursued primarily until and
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shortly after the passage of DACA in late 2012. Youths actively cultivated a public
representation of a group called Dreamers and pursued goals that would most
benefit this distinctive group.

The Profits of Distinction
Bourdieu noted that the status generated from distinction can be converted
into other forms of capital. In the case at hand, newly gained status allowed the
Dreamers to attract greater media exposure, financial capital, and support from
political elites. The section shows that Dreamers profited handsomely from
distinction.
Dreamers do not appear in the newspaper database until 2009 and only
achieve prominence in 2012. The most prominent Dreamer organization was
United We Dream, which accounted for 62% of all claims made by Dreamers.
United We Dream also became the most prominent among all pro-immigrant
advocacy organization (Table 8.1), accounting for 12.4% of all claims made during
this period of time. The organization surpassed longstanding pro-immigrant
organizations like National Council of La Raza, America’s Voice, and National
Immigration Forum. United We Dream became the go-to organization among
many media producers and reporters.
Equally important, United We Dream converted its growing prestige into
financial capital. According to its Internal Revenue Service 2013 tax filings, the
organization claimed $5,188,991 in revenue. In our survey of 49 immigrant rights
advocacy organizations, UWD stood as the eighth top funded immigrant advocacy
organization in the United States, placing it ahead of insider organizations like
America’s Voice and outsider organizations like NDLON. Increased funding
enabled the young organization to employ 27 professionally trained workers, many
of whom hail from the undocumented immigrant community. The organization
has specialized teams of employees doing high-level communication, legal
services, outreach, lobbying and organizing.
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Table 8.1 Number of Claims by Pro-Immigrant Advocacy Organizations in the Newspaper Dataset, 2000-2014
Organization
United We Dream
National Council of La Raza
American Civil Liberties Union
National Immigration Forum
America’s Voice
Coalition for Humane Immigrant Rights of Los Angeles
New York Immigration Coalition
Illinois Coalition for Immigrant and Refugee Rights
Southern Poverty Law Center
National Immigration Law Center
Center for Community Change
Workplace Project
American Immigration Lawyers Association
CASA de Maryland
International Socialist Organization
National Capital Immigration Coalition
Center for American Progress
Mexican American Legal Defense and Educational Fund
Central American Resource Center of Los Angeles
National Association of Latino Elected and Appointed Officials Educational Fund
National Day Laborer Organizing Network
Workers Defense Project (Proyecto Defensa Laboral)
Texas Criminal Justice Coalition
Antelope Valley Raza Rights Coalition
League of United Latin American Citizens
Immigration Works USA
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP)
New Jersey Immigration Policy Network
Canal Alliance
Total

n
47
39
32
28
28
18
17
17
11
11
11
10
9
9
9
8
8
8
7
6
6
6
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
380

%
12,4
10,3
8,4
7,4
7,4
4,7
4,5
4,5
2,9
2,9
2,9
2,6
2,4
2,4
2,4
2,1
2,1
2,1
1,8
1,6
1,6
1,6
1,3
1,3
1,3
1,3
1,3
1,3
1,3
100

There is ample anecdotal evidence of the Dreamers’ prominence within political
circles. In May 2015, the Hillary Clinton campaign hired Lorella Praeli – Advocacy
and Policy Director of United We Dream – to become its Director of Latino
Outreach. The campaign announced that, “We are thrilled to have Lorella Praeli,
a Dreamer, join our team because of her courage and perspective in the fight for
Latino families across the country” (Lilley, 2015 emphasis added). More systematic
evidence on visits to the White House suggests Dreamers also had strong access
to the Obama administration. According to the White House Visitor Dataset,
there were 17 “official” meetings between United We Dream employees and White
House officials between 2009-2014. This does not account for several “informal”
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meetings held outside the White House (informal communication with Dreamer
activists). Between 2009 and 2012, there were only three official meetings with
White House officials, but this increased to five and nine meetings in 2013 and
2014. Of the 17 meetings, 11 were headed by UWD’s Lorella Praeli. Most meetings
were held with Julie Rodriquez, a key White House official on immigration policy
and Latino outreach. Five of the meetings were directly with President Obama.
In our survey of 49 advocacy organizations that visited the White House between
2009 and 2014, UWD ranks at 14, placing it above strong regional organizations
like the Center for Humane Immigrant Rights of Los Angeles (CHIRLA) but well
behind traditional leadership organizations like National Council of La Raza (115
visits).
Dreamers failed to secure the passage of the federal Development, Relief,
and Education for Alien Minors (DREAM) Act in 2010. The law would have
legalized their status. They did, however, pressure the Obama administration to
enact Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) in 2012. In the two years
following DACA’s enactment, this measure provided approximately 680,000
undocumented youths with temporary relief from deportation (Gonzales and
Bautista-Chavez, 2014). In spite of this important win, it was only partial because
DACA was a temporary measure that depended on the discretionary powers of
the sitting president. Eligible youths also had to renew their status every two years,
making their status in the country precarious (Menjivar, 2006).
Thus, Dreamers profited heavily from their distinction. They magnified their
status, improved their political legitimacy, and converted their newfound status
into other resources.

8

Solidarity
Dreamers profited from their distinction, but many activists began to criticize the
strategy for exacerbating differences between “good and deserving immigrants”
and “bad and undeserving” ones. This section examines the efforts of some
Dreamers to express their solidarity with the broader undocumented immigrant
population.
Distinction yielded important returns but it also aggravated divisions and
contradictions in the immigrant community and movement. Such divisions
contributed to a backlash by other organizations in the immigrant rights movement.
Early on, Dreamers were portrayed as selfish and treacherous by various advocacy
organizations and some elected political officials. “So, it was this nasty battle, that
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really wasn’t Dreamers vs. Dreamers. It was more like [advocacy] organizations
painting this image that we didn’t care about our parents, that we were selfish, that
we were turning our backs on the immigrant rights movement” (Janet, personal
interview). During the occupations of offices of leading national politicians in
2010, another leading activist recalled how allies labeled the Dreamers as selfish.
“Even during the July action [2010] in the D.C. offices, there were four or five
students that did the sit-in at Senator Reid’s office, and they even got a call from
[Congressperson] Luis Gutiérrez accusing them of dividing the movement, and
accusing them of being selfish” (Rhonda, personal interview). Echoing these
remarks, another youth activist remembers, “I think that was the big message:
you’re splitting up the movement; you’re being selfish. What about your parents?
Oh my God!” (Sam, personal interview). Advocacy organizations expressed their
opinions directly to the Dreamers.
Constant criticisms were particularly painful because many Dreamers had
witnessed the effects of deportations among relatives. A survey among DACA
recipients found that 49% of respondents worry “all of the time” or “most of the
time” that friends and family members will be deported. Almost two-thirds of
the respondents personally knows someone who has been deported, while 14%
experienced the deportation of a parent or sibling (Gonzales and Terriquez, 2013).
These findings suggest that beneficiaries of distinction continue to suffer when
others in their community remain vulnerable to deportation or other penalties.
The denigration of Dreamers as selfish or elitist bore down emotionally on many
who did not want to betray their community members.
Dreamers also had more instrumental and strategic concerns. Dreamers
continued to depend on non-Dreamer allied organizations for important levels
of legal, financial, and political support. They needed to maintain good relations
and contribute to the campaigns of these allies in order to maintain general
support. For instance, Los Angeles-based Dreamers in 2012 participated heavily
in a coalition created by the National Day Laborer Organizing Network (NDLON)
against Secure Communities, a prominent federal immigration enforcement
program. During a Dreamer meeting in October 2012 (several months after the
passage of DACA). One youth leader was explicit about how their investment in
this and similar campaigns should be used to counterbalance negative portrayals
of Dreamers as selfish and privileged profiteers:
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We know that we are part of communities and families and we will have
to ask for their solidarity. We also know that we have been supporting our
communities with anti-S-Com [Secure Communities] work and that we
have put a lot of our time and energy into that. In response to these critiques,
we should mention our involvement in these actions and should respond to
the selfishness argument by claiming that we’re doing anything that pushes
the pro-immigrant agenda (Observation, notes, September 22, 2011; see
also: Nicholls and Fiorito, 2015, p. 12).

Thus, recriminations by other advocacy organizations, strong ties to the
undocumented immigrant community, and instrumental political interests
propelled many to eschew the strategy magnified their distance from the general
immigrant community. These Dreamers expressed increasing solidarity with the
broader immigrant movement through their words and actions. Many began,
as will be shown in the next section, to use “undocumented youth” instead of
Dreamers and began to invest more heavily in anti-deportation campaigns
rather than the Dream-specific campaigns. By participating in anti-deportation
campaigns, Dreamers hoped to build a reputation as stand-up activists and
community members in the struggle for general immigrant rights.

Solidarity beyond Distinction: The Not One More Campaign
Dreamers became involved in a number of anti-deportation campaigns in this
period. NDLON’s Not One More campaign was among the most prominent. This
section shows how the Dreamers became active members of the campaign and
eventually began to self-identify more as undocumented immigrants and less as
Dreamers.
The National Day Laborer Organizing Network (NDLON) was created in 2001
in Los Angeles. It was an effort to create a nationwide network of local immigrant
advocacy organizations that had begun to organize day laborers and form work
centers (Dziembowska, 2010). Pablo Alvarado, NDLON’s executive director,
worked with other organizations to create a national organization dedicated to
some of the most stigmatized undocumented immigrants in the country. Gustavo
Torres from CASA Maryland, a founding member, remembers, “I was the first
president of the board of directors of NDLON with Pablo Alvarado and the other
organizations. All of that energy was creating a great momentum right here locally
but also at the national level with day laborers” (Gustavo Torres, CASA Maryland,
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personal interview). NDLON grew from 12 founding organizations in 2001 to 40 in
2015. NDLON invested heavily in fighting against restrictive local anti-immigrant
laws and would go on to become one of the most important organizations in the
fight against federal enforcement and deportations.
NDLON helped launch Not One More campaign in early 2013 with United
We Dream and other undocumented youth activists. NDLON stressed that
Obama’s deportation policies would negatively affect his legacy if he failed to enact
an executive order to stop deportations.
“He is after all the ‘Deporter in Chief ’ […] But things don’t have to stall. By
leading the immigration reform debate through actions [an executive order]
and not just words, the President can break the impasse and focus Congress’
attention on getting something done this year” (Pablo Alvarado as cited in
Matthews, 2013).

The Not One More campaign had a steering group with representatives from
various organizations and a paid NDLON organizer as the director but its strategy
was very much decentralized. No formal affiliation was required to become a
member of the network, and organizations and activists connected through
Twitter and Facebook. Instead of directing their distant allies, campaign leaders
worked with one another on different kinds of actions (press conferences, hunger
strikes, civil disobediences, etc.), developed very loose messaging frames, and
diffused information about actions to members across the country (Nicholls,
2016). Because of the loose nature of the campaign, NDLON’s lead organizers
called it an “open source” campaign (Franco et al., 2015). (Franco et al., 2015)
Dreamers initially played a pivotal role in the campaign. Not only did they
account for a large proportion of activity, their claims resonated and were often
retweeted. By counting every day one of these users tweets without that selfidentification as Dreamer in their bio, and aggregating this to monthly proportions,
we provide a trend of known Dreamers disengaging from the movement (Figure
8.1). They routinely explicitly self-identified as Dreamers and helped push the
campaign by consistently using the #not1more hashtag. After April 2014, however,
their prominence begins to wane.
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Figure 8.1: Distinction of Dreamers in the Not One More campaign.

8
Relative prominence of DREAM users, tweets, retweets, and relations over time for 2013-2014 (top left) and for
2015-2016 (top right). Average number of tweets per user type for 2013-2014 (bottom left) and for 2015-2016
(bottom right).

Having played a pivotal role by providing the numbers and social media savvy
to generate early momentum, the role of Dreamers diminished over time. At
first, this was not the result of decreasing activity among Dreamers but of new
groups plugging into a campaign in which the Dreamers had performed central
roles. Their claims now became less prominent and were retweeted less often. An
important reason is that their online self-representations as Dreamers shifted. Over
the course of 2013, many began to remove Dream-references from their Twitter
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usernames and bios. While remaining active, many no longer explicitly sought to
profit from a distinction as “Dreamer”. Moreover, instead of strictly Dream-related
interests, other claims began to become more salient. Dreamers contributed to this
shift of topics (Figure 8.2).
Figure 8.2: Salience of DREAM issues in the Not One More campaign.

DREAM hashtags in use by DREAM users vs all other users in 2013-2014 (top left) and for 2015-2016 (top
right), and proportions of other hashtags in use by DREAM users vs all other users in 2013-2014 (bottom left)
and for 2015-2016 (bottom right).

There had been a strong alignment among Dreamers and others from the start
of the campaign, often sharing claims and hashtags. Even when using different
hashtags, posts are strikingly similar in tone and content: despite organized as
an “open” campaign, many different groups plugging in stayed on message. After
August 2013, Dreamers began discussing Dream topics less intensively, but
surprisingly, non-Dreamers continued adoption of Dream-claims. In our view,
other activists continued to seek profit from Dreamers’ symbolic capital even as
the salience of self-identified Dreamers diminished.
The diminishing salience of Dreamer-specific frames indicates greater
alignment with the immigrant rights movement and the declining importance of
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distinction. However, this does not mean that the Dreamers lost their broader
status and legitimacy. Our data indicates that their legitimacy with the mainstream
media has grown over the past four years. They have become a principal voice
of undocumented immigrants. Moreover, they have a high level of mobilization
capacity and commitment for high-risk campaigns. The Dreamers remain a
group of activists with exceptional resources that they now mobilize in campaigns
organized with less privileged subgroups.
NDLON and the Dreamers thus spearheaded the Not One More campaign
and, through this campaign, steered the general immigrant rights movement
towards more radical demands. In early 2014, the major national immigrant rights
organizations (National Council of La Raza, Center for Community Change, and
American’s Voice) all shifted their position, came out in support of executive
action to provide relief for millions of undocumented immigrants, and employed
the anti-deportation slogan to frame President Obama: “Deporter in Chief ”. While
these “late adopters” were important in turning the tide, the high level of activity
by NDLON and the Dreamers in the earlier stages helped push along a campaign
that most initially believed to be too aggressive, unreasonable, and unlikely to
succeed. The momentum created by the Not One More campaign ultimately
pressured the Obama administration to pass an executive order on November
17, 2014 (Nicholls et al., 2016). The executive order would have extended relief
to an estimated four to five million undocumented immigrants and repealed the
administration’s vaunted Secure Communities program. The lower courts struck
down the executive order and the Supreme Court deadlocked in its ruling, leaving
the lower court’s ruling in place.
Thus, the Not One More campaign reveals an important pivot in Dreamer
activism. The early strategy of identifying with the dominant population and
marking distinction with other immigrants exacerbated internal divides,
precipitated recriminations by advocacy organizations, triggered feelings of guilt
by Dreamers, and introduced concerns of losing the support of important allied
organizations. By supporting the campaign, Dreamers contributed their status
and energy to the campaign, helping to build momentum in the campaign’s early
stages. The greater their involvement, the more they dropped the Dreamer as
an identifier. While solidarity started to win out over distinction among youth
activists, distinction continued to play an important role in sustaining the
legitimacy and status of Dreamers among larger foundations, the media, and
prominent political allies. Solidarity and distinction would therefore continue
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to play an important role in shaping the relational dynamics of this social
movement.

Conclusion: The Dilemmas of Distinction
What explains for the push (distinction) and pull (solidarity) relations that
characterize social movements of stigmatized people? The paper presents a twoprong theory. First, stigmatized groups must overcome important barriers to be
considered a legitimate political subject. One common strategy, identification,
consists of highlighting attributes that conform to dominant norms and stressing
distinction from the broader stigmatized population. Such a strategy elevates
the status and legitimacy of the privileged subgroup and presents opportunities
to convert the new status into other forms of capital (“profits of distinction”).
The downside of the strategy is that it exacerbates cleavages between more and
less privileged subgroups of a movement. Second, as cleavages grow, privileged
subgroups often have difficulty fully detaching themselves from the broader
population. Solidarity stems from continued embeddedness with general
stigmatized population, recriminations from allies, and dependency on these
allies for ongoing campaigns. Thus, social movements of stigmatized people often
generate relational dynamics of distinction and solidarity.
The earlier campaigns to demonstrate Dreamers’ distinction produced high
levels of status and legitimacy. This allowed the Dreamers to capitalize on these
gains to enhance their access to media, money, and political power. By late 2014,
Dreamers had assumed a dominant role in media debates concerning immigration,
captured important levels of foundation support, and enjoyed good connections
to the country’s most elite political figures. The pre-DACA strategy of creating a
distinctive Dreamer voice therefore produced enormous profits, making Dreamers
into the dominant faction of highly dominated undocumented immigrants. The
post-DACA period marks a major strategic move in Dreamer campaigns. It marks
an effort to re-authenticate Dreamers by contributing to campaigns that benefit all
immigrants and moving away from frames and symbolic markers that mark their
distinction as an exceptional group.
We believe that our case study of the positioning of the Dreamers within the
immigrant rights movement exemplifies general patterns that can be observed in
social movements of stigmatized people. All such movements are, to an extent,
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diverse in terms of composition and claims, with some activists and demands
standing a much higher chance of achieving resonance than others. All such
movements, and specifically their more privileged participants, face a dilemma
(cf. Zamorano, Perez, Guitierrez, and Meza, 2010). On the one hand, they can
strategically exploit their valued attributes and symbolic capital. This can result
in significant gains but the tradeoff is that it increases inequalities within the
movement between those who are seen as well as heard and those who are ignored
and stigmatized. Alternatively, privileged participants can decide to downplay
their own privilege. This can prevent fissures within the movement by creating a
united front but the tradeoff is that symbolic capital remains underused. Activists
will rarely face a binary choice between one or the other option. Instead, activists
have to perennially negotiate to find a balance between the pushes of distinction
and the pulls of solidarity.
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Abstract
The notion of Black Lives Matter as a ‘leaderful’ movement invokes a historical tradition
of community-based leadership. At the same time, social media ostensibly allows for
new forms of connective leadership, allowing voices from a range of communities
to rise and be amplified in unprecedented ways. Over the years, prominent and
less prominent activists have shared wisdom and experience about their leadership
online. This chapter is an effort to bring these important insights together, guided by
the following question: What are perspectives on digitally networked leadership in
Black Lives Matter? Empirically, it draws on (auto)biographies, newspaper coverage,
blogs and social media posts as a starting point. From there, selected individuals
informed further analysis, in 92 interviews and informal conversations, as well as
participatory observations at key activists sites. Findings illustrate how practices
of digitally networked leadership in Black Lives Matter are firmly embedded in
grassroots communities and rooted in different traditions. One tradition emphasizes
the undiminished importance of organizing, complemented by social media as public
relations tools. The other tradition emphasizes individual excellence, and new forms
of leadership offered by social media. Practically, these complementary perspectives
can mutually reinforce the formation of strong, leaderful movements with a diversity
of tactics.
Keywords: Social movements; Leadership; Social media; Black Lives Matter.
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Introduction
On the one hand, social media are commonly emphasized as playing a critical
role in the rise of modern movements, including Occupy (Conover, Ferrara, et al.,
2013; Kazmi, 2011), Egypt (Lim, 2012; Lotan et al., 2011; Poell et al., 2016), and
#MeToo (Gambino, 2017; Suk et al., 2019), but also political campaigns such as
Obama’s (Cogburn and Espinoza-Vasquez, 2011; Harfoush, 2009). Central to this
perspective is a type of digital networking that allows leaders to rise to prominence
beyond the immediate confines of what otherwise might have remained local
and unconnected tragedies. There is a growing body of research on technologyenabled activism that seeks to understand the development of social movements
in a networked world (Bennett and Segerberg, 2012; Borge-Holthoefer et al., 2011;
Castells, 2007; Conover, Ferrara, et al., 2013; Rainie and Wellman, 2012). This
work emphasizes the power of social media to bring together people who would
otherwise remain unconnected, to forge networks “between struggles abroad and
struggles at home, relationships of inspiration and mutuality” (Davis, 2016, p. 90).
On social media, these networks introduce new dynamics to the development of
social movements, such as the unprecedented potential of information to go viral
and for leaders to rise to prominence rapidly (Berger and Milkman, 2012; Ferrara
et al., 2014; Marwick, 2015; Rainie and Wellman, 2012; Sharma, 2013).
On the other hand, theory and practice suggest that organizing remains
indispensable for the development of movements. Central to this perspective is
the understanding that sustained activism relies on strong relationships, built
up over extended periods of time, organizing communities from which to forge
movements (Collins, 2001; Diani and McAdam, 2003). These activist networks
are typically strongly rooted in places and cities more specifically (Castells, 1983;
Nicholls, 2009; Uitermark and Nicholls, 2012), calling to mind understandings
that leadership is necessarily based in local communities (Alinsky, 1971; Horton,
1989). This emphasis on the hard-fought experience of leaders rooted in activist
communities stand in contrast to the story of digitally networked leaders at the
forefront of emerging movements on social media.
Both perspectives, community organizing versus digital leadership, are
presented polemically here with the aim of comparison. This chapter is an effort to
contribute to this literature, by examining perspectives on leadership in a digitally
networked movement. To that end, it draws on insider accounts from both more
and less prominent activists from one instance of digital networking: the Movement
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for Black Lives. This relational approach helps to understand how perspectives on
leadership are interrelated with the relational structures at the root of movement
development (Elias, 1995; Emirbayer and Goodwin, 1996; Uitermark, 2012).

Traditions of Leadership and Digitally Networked Movements
[The innovation of Black Lives Matter] has been to marry the strengths of
social media — the swift, morally blunt consensus that can be created by
hashtags; the personal connection that a charismatic online persona can
make with followers; the broad networks that allow for the easy distribution
of documentary photos and videos — with an effort to quickly mobilize
protests in each new city where a police shooting occurs. (Kang, 2015).

From Individual to Relational Understandings of Leadership
Leadership has long been recognized as elemental to the development of social
movements. This section provides an overview of theoretical understandings of
leadership, from perspectives emphasizing the individual attributes of leaders
to more relational understandings. The early literature on social movements
emphasized personal characteristics to analyze the prominent roles that leaders play
in the development of movements. The individual skills and attributes of leaders
such as charisma and eloquence inspire others to action (Gusfield, 1966; Weber,
1946). In the social movement literature, organizational approaches suggested
that movements were especially reliant on “the qualities and commitment of
the leadership cadre and the tactics they use” (Zald and Ash, 1966, p. 338). Such
qualities range from rhetorical persuasiveness to passionate willpower (Gramsci,
1971), charisma (Weber, 1968), intellectual capacities and the managerial and
bureaucratic skills required to effectively lead movement organizations (Fairclough,
1986; Roche and Sachs, 1969; Weber, 1919). In short, “certain individuals are
especially adept at knowing what to do when, how to invent new tactics, how to
time an action or response” (Goodwin and Jasper, 1999, p. 53).
Relational aspects of leadership gained more attention as the advent
of New Social Movements in the 1960s and 1970s highlighted questions of
identity (Calhoun, 1993; Kriesi et al., 2015; Meyer and Tarrow, 1998). A focus
on singular, extraordinary individuals was criticized as “great man theory” that
downplayed movements’ membership to more or less passive “followers” (Barker
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et al., 2001). In turn, this led to increased attention for the relations between
leaders and membership Melucci (Melucci, 1996, pp. 332–338). Leadership was
reconceptualised relationally: “as something distributed among people at different
levels, cooperating and conflicting with each other” (Barker et al., 2001, pp. 3–4).
Consequently, leadership requires knowledge of ‘local idioms, values, and practices’
to unite diverse groups into a mass base (Barker et al., 2001; Veltmeyer and Petras,
2002). Relational power thus involves social and symbolic capital (Bourdieu,
1991; Nepstad and Bob, 2006; Nicholls and Uitermark, 2015). Analysis came to
focus on the ability of leaders to bridge relations between disparate constituents
(Robnett, 1996). From this point of view, effective leadership consists of the ability
to produce frames that are credible while appealing to heterogeneous audiences,
stemming from close connections to diverse constituents (Hart, 1996; Morris and
Staggenborg, 2004, p. 184).

Traditions of Leaderful Movements
Social movements actively sought to prefigure their practices as an alternative to
the systemic critiques at their roots. During the Civil Rights Movement, internal
debates about the role of dr. Martin Luther King as a charismatic figurehead and
centralized national organization, led Ella Baker, co-founder of the SCLC together
with King to become critical of hierarchical leadership structures (Barnett,
2012; Robnett, 1996). Educated in the same Highlander Folk School tradition
that promoted social change and emphasized community leadership (Horton,
1989), Septima Clark, whose role in the NAACP made her an important leader
and innovator in the Civil Rights Movement in her own right, established several
Citizenship Schools (Payne, 1995). Strategically, these schools aimed to identify,
develop and foster local community-based leadership, to provide “assurances
that when the direct action is over, every community is left with leaders qualified
to continue the struggle” (King, 1965, p. 3). These local leaders “drew on the
participatory traditions, music, narratives, and religious doctrines of the black
church to build commitment to the movement […] allowed for numerous tiers of
participation from community members, and many women who were previously
active in churches and in community organizations became informal leaders
who connected other members of the community to the movement” (Barnett,
2012; Morris and Staggenborg, 2004, p. 180; Robnett, 1996). Deeply rooted in
the participatory traditions of local (often rural) communities, notably in Black
churches (Davis, 1983; Morris and Staggenborg, 2004, p. 179). Here, we find one

9

221

58807 Sander van Haperen.indd 221

12-10-19 11:59

CHAPTER 9

root of distributed, community-based leadership which can be understood as
“leaderful”.
From this root and others, notions of “leaderful’ organizations branched out
to other fields (Gerlach and Hine, 1970)65. Women’s movements in the 1970s in
particular aspired to horizontal forms of organizing participatory and accountable
movement leadership, as alternatives to patriarchal hierarchies (Brown and
Hosking, 1986; Gottfried and Weiss, 1994; Ransby, 2003; van Zoonen, 1992)66. A
range of other movements experimented with egalitarian practices, such as labor
(Ganz, 2010), environmental (Purkis, 2001), and radical groups (Della Porta and
Tarrow, 2005; Diani, 1995). Leaderful structures have become mainstream and
recognized as an organizational form from business (Clifford and Sohal, 1998;
Raelin, 2005), to government (Bourne et al., 1997), to the academy (Amster,
DeLeon, Fernandez, Nocella, and Shannon, 2009; Juris, 2009). What these
‘leaderful’ perspectives share is a basic understanding that power is relational and
that organizations may benefit from the distribution (rather than concentration)
of diverse forms of capital.
Thus, while “movements organized through decentralized, diffuse, and
leaderless networks since at least the 1960s, if not long before” (Juris, 2005b,
p. 260), new communication technologies gave new impetus to aspirations of
leaderful organizing (Ahlquist, 2014; Gerbaudo, 2012; Huffaker, 2010). Social
media have become intricately interwoven with every stage of social movement
development (Tufekci, 2014b). The affordances of social media may be better suited
than traditional media to the aspirations of leaderful movements, because of the
unprecedented ease of establishing and maintaining connectivity between diverse
and widespread communities ( Bennett and Segerberg, 2012; Borge-Holthoefer et
al., 2011; Castells, 2007; Conover, Ferrara, et al., 2013; Rainie and Wellman, 2012).
Social media allow leaders to forge “networks of outrage and hope” (Castells,
2012), by providing the “potential of reaching a multiplicity of receivers, and of
connecting to endless networks that transmit digitized information around the
neighborhood or around the world” (Castells, 2012, p. 6). Not only are leaders
essential to the diffusion of ideas through networks (Diani and McAdam, 2003;
Snow and Benford, 1999; Snow, Soule, and Kriesi, 2004), social media may provide
65	Anarchism forms an important different root, a full discussion of which is beyond the scope of this
chapter. Excellent introductory reviews can be found in (Amster et al., 2009; Juris, 2009).
66	It has also been noted how a lack of formal leadership structures may give rise to de facto informal
leaders, who may be even less accountable (Freeman, 1973).
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unprecedented means for leaders to rise to prominence ( Berger and Milkman,
2012; Ferrara et al., 2014; Marwick, 2015; Rainie and Wellman, 2012; Sharma,
2013). At the same time, the affordances of visibility and accessibility can turn into
a liability when that attention focuses more on the (failures) of that leader rather
than the movement’s agenda (Morris and Staggenborg, 2004, p. 186). Moreover,
actors networked through social media potentially fulfill tasks traditionally
assigned to leaders, such as strategically framing ideas, uniting multiple otherwise
unconnected groups, and diffusing information among those groups (Poell et
al., 2016, p. 997). This latter task in particular is what has been conceptualized as
“connective leadership” (Poell and Darmoni, 2014; Ratta and Valeriani, 2014). For
instance, activists managing administrative accounts are in positions to filter and
amplify particular frames (Araujo, Neijens, and Vliegenthart, 2017; Gerbaudo,
2012; Poell et al., 2016).
In summary of this theoretical section, this chapter draws on traditions of
leaderful social movements to conceptualize leadership in digitally networked
movements as fundamentally relational. While necessarily analyzing particular
individuals, their role must be contextualized in terms of the communities who
imbue them with leadership. Without downplaying the skills or personality of
exceptional individuals, we must try to bring leadership back in by analyzing
their role in broader political and institutional settings. In terms of networks,
this suggests that leaders rise to prominence from specific communities and are
effective to the degree that they succeed in connecting with other communities.
Social media may be particularly well-suited to that task, allowing leaders to easily
reach a multiplicity of publics.

9

Methodology
To examine the rise and role of leadership in digitally networked movements, this
chapter combines various perspectives on leadership, by drawing on a variety of
primary and secondary sources: online documents, (auto)biographies, interviews,
and participatory observations. The Movement for Black Lives was selected as
an eminent and ongoing digitally networked movement. Digital networking is
widely and commonly recognized as important to the rise of this movement, and
the advent of the hashtag on Facebook stands at the heart of both academic and
activist accounts (Day, 2015; Flanders, 2015; Freelon, Mcilwain, and Clark 2016;
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Khan-Cullors and Bandele, 2018; Powell, 2016; Tometi et al., 2015). By participants,
the movement is often explained as being leaderful (Blacklivesmatter.com, 2018),
and the prominence of specific leaders commonly analyzed in terms of social
media (Mckesson, 2018). Although unique as a social movement, its scale and
diversity ensure a broad range of perspectives on leadership.
Preliminary analysis was performed on online material from within and about
Black Lives Matter. Initial material was collected in a broad manner: search terms
on Google were “Black Lives Matter” and “#blacklivesmatter”, without selecting
any specific period. This broad search returned a large number of blogs and social
media posts from people involved in events. Those results were then queried
for references to “leaders”, and “leadership”. These data were synthesized into a
chronological timeline about the movement’s development, focusing initially on
the first emergence of the hashtag #blacklivesmatter on Facebook. This inductive
approach informed how the story was ultimately structured: as a juxtaposition of
digital mobilizing with a tradition of community organizing.
My position as a sympathetic outsider (Becker, 1966) and my own privileges as
part of the systems that I study (Smith, 1992) influenced my own perceptions and
how I was perceived by respondents (Harding, 2004). As a white, male, academic,
non-U.S. resident, I sought to gain an understanding of leadership from movement
insiders. I attempted to learn from available resources before contacting respondents,
drawing on their writings and prior interviews wherever possible, to let them speak
in their own voice and to minimize claims on their time. This also meant continually
challenging my own views and inviting criticism from respondents. The study draws
on 92 interviews and informal conversations, conducted in a range of U.S. cities,
including Los Angeles, Sacramento and San Francisco, California, New York, New
York, Ferguson, Missouri, Selma and Birmingham, Alabama, and Chicago, Illinois.
This allowed me to supplement publicly available sources with insider perspectives
on leadership in Black Lives Matter by adding increasingly more detail. Descriptions
and events were cross-referenced with local and mainstream newspaper coverage,
striving to validate each claim with at least two additional credible sources. Interviews
were voluntary, based on informed consent, and could be withdrawn at any moment
(which did not occur during research). To prevent risk of harm and ensure safety,
particularly for individuals engaged in contentious activism, identities or identifiable
information that is not in the public domain is anonymized. Exceptions were made
after receiving explicit consent, and for information published through primary and
secondary sources with the consent of those who can be reasonably assumed to be
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aware of their position as public figures. I hope the story as presented can begin to do
justice to the rich history of actions that align for particular reasons under poignant
circumstances.

Findings
Origins of a hashtag
As the story goes, the hashtag #blacklivesmatter originated on Facebook between
friends and activists Patrisse Cullors and Alicia Garza (Blacklivesmatter.com,
2018). Responding to the July 13 2013 acquittal of Zimmerman, the officer who
killed Trayvon Martin, they exchanged anger and sadness online, leading Cullors
to propose:
“twin, #blacklivesmatter campaign? can we discuss this? i have ideas. i am
thinking we can do a whole social media/all out in the streets organizing
effort. let me know.” (Cullors, cited in King, 2015)

They soon involved Opal Tometi, another experienced organizer Garza knew well;
having met Tometi during a conference in 2012.67 Tometi, as executive director of
Black Alliance for Just Immigration (BAJI), already had a lot of prior experience
with online activism and offered to build a social media platform. Commenting
later on those days, Tometi says: “We were all in this kind of collective moment of
grief and rage […] I, too, was searching, I was searching for people who felt the
same way who wanted to do something about it. When I heard about this hashtag
#BlackLivesMatter, I said, that’s it. It resonated really, really deeply with me”.68 To
encourage others to share their stories, the three of them focused on Facebook,
Twitter, and Tumblr69 to easily spread the hashtag: “part of what we asked our
network to do was to use “Black Lives Matter” in their work if it was helpful. Folks
did”,70 including Cullors, who began using the hashtag while promoting her work
focusing on the racial injustices of the Californian prison system (Khan-Cullors
and Bandele, 2018).
67
68
69
70
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http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2016/03/14/where-is-black-lives-matter-headed
http://www.blogher.com/blacklivesmatter-cofounder-keynote-why-its-more-vital-ever
http://blacklivesmatter.tumblr.com
https://www.bloomberg.com/features/2016-alicia-garza-interview-issue/
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There is something undeniably catchy and powerful about the words ‘black
lives matter’, cutting to the core of the issue at stake. Its invention was a creative
process: Garza posting ‘our lives matter’, Cullors recognizing how powerful that
statement is, and slightly adjusting it. In hindsight the slogan seems to naturally
suggest itself, and the words are now so very familiar, but we should not lose sight
of the craft involved: “Garza sometimes writes haiku—she admires the economy
of the form—and in those four syllables she recognized a distillation not only of
the anger that attended Zimmerman’s acquittal but also of the animating principle
at the core of black social movements dating back more than a century.”71 It takes
a trained eye to recognize what slogan might work for a campaign, being on the
lookout for a powerful rallying cry. Recognizing its potential is a compelling feat
by the three organizers. It is telling that in social media posts from July 2013 a wide
range of alternative slogans can be found besides #blacklivesmatter to capture the
anger about Zimmerman’s acquittal. For instance, the Black Youth Project 100
(BYP100), who are early to adopt #blacklivesmatter, initially floated “Beyond
November Movement”72 to demand justice for Trayvon (Cohen and Jackson,
2016). Other early adaptors include the Dream Defenders73, who were occupying
Florida Governor Rick Scott’s office,74 and the “New Jim Crow Movement Youth
Leaders.”75 Each of these local groups had introduced alternative hashtags in
relation to the same issues, before unifying behind the hashtag #blacklivesmatter.

Chicago, August 2012
Surprisingly, a very similar slogan was used in the summer of 2012, when the
Chicago South Side activists Crystal Rose and Parneille Walker launched a
campaign against gun violence under the title “Black life matters”, a year before
the now famous hashtag. Their actions focused on ‘collecting dreams’, marking the
50th anniversary of the Civil Rights march on Washington. Around the same time,
August 20th 2012, an article appears in Contexts magazine by Aldon Morris, a
sociologist famed for his work on Du Bois and the civil rights movement (Morris,
2012). Although the terms themselves do not appear in that article, it leads
71	http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2016/03/14/where-is-black-lives-matter-headed, accessed August 5,
2019.
72	http://blacklivesmatter.tumblr.com/post/55709691976/100-young-black-activists-respond-to-george,
accessed August 5, 2019.
73
http://blacklivesmatter.tumblr.com/image/55817705765, accessed August 5, 2019.
74	https://www.facebook.com/pg/DreamDefenders/photos/?tab=albumandalbum_id=404157273026591,
accessed August 5, 2019.
75
http://blacklivesmatter.tumblr.com/image/55904703243, accessed August 5, 2019.
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Professor Marcus Anthony Hunter to use the hashtag #blacklivesmatter in a tweet
(Mckesson, 2018, p. 170).76
Other local communities had similar ideas. That same year, another Twitter user
was the first to post the hashtag #blacklivesmatter on April 11th 2012.77-78 However,
the tweet has been removed at the time of writing, and this claim of first use is now
difficult to verify. There are, however, records of the first appearance around the
same time of the slogan “Black Life Matters” during a demonstration for Trayvon
on March 24, 2012 in Hollywood.79-80 Possibly, it was inspired by “Trayvon’s father,
Tracy Martin’s assertion just a few days before at the Million Hoodie March, that
Trayvon did matter”.81 Earlier still, on March 8th 2012, an online petition appeared
on the website Change.org, calling for justice for Trayvon. Originally created by
a law student in Washington D.C., Kevin Cunningham, the petition was initially
shared among his fellow students and alumni of the historically black Howard
University Law School.82-83 Within days, the petition garnered 10,000 signatures.84
The interest encouraged the organizers of the demonstration, and in the days
before the event, the domain name blacklifematters.org is registered85 on March
19th with an accompanying Twitter account with the name @blklifematters.86 The
account is still active at the time of writing, refering visitors to a Facebook post
with a statement addressing Black Lives Matter, which has since been removed.
That statement, as well as the Youtube channel under the name BlackLifeMatters87,
link to the “Summer in Chicago” projects of Crystal Rose and Parneille Walker.
But it was not until almost two years later that the time had come for the hashtag
to gain full-blown traction. For that to happen took the tireless work and vast
76	Posted August 20, 2012, source: https://twitter.com/manthonyhunter/status/237562597128417281,
retrieved July 31, 2019.
77
https://medium.com/@bbryyyy/brown-v-ferguson-a72f0bb98e6d , accessed August 5, 2019.
78	https://caseyabbottpayne.com/2015/08/26/the-blacklivesmatter-timeline-of-events/, accessed August
5, 2019.
79	https://www.nbclosangeles.com/news/local/Trayvon-Martin-Protest-March-Rally-Los-Angeles144098666.html, accessed August 5, 2019.
80
https://twitter.com/BlkLifeMatters/status/183753401132265472, accessed August 5, 2019.
81
https://endnotes.org.uk/issues/4/en/endnotes-brown-v-ferguson, accessed August 5, 2019.
82	https://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2012/03/29/149615333/three-key-moments-as-trayvonmartins-story-went-viral, accessed August 5, 2019.
83	https://blogs.findlaw.com/strategist/2012/03/howard-law-grads-petition-helped-spark-trayvonmartin-protest.html, accessed August 5, 2019.
84	https://www.change.org/p/prosecute-the-killer-of-our-son-17-year-old-trayvon-martin, accessed August
5, 2019.
85
http://whois.domaintools.com/blacklifematters.org, accessed August 5, 2019.
86
https://twitter.com/blklifematters, accessed August 5, 2019. It is unclear who operated this account.
87
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t2fpZQDzrrA, accessed August 5, 2019.
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experience of veteran organizers, leaders who were attuned to many different local
communities.

A Shared Tradition of Community-based Leadership
At the moment the hashtag #blacklivesmatter was coined, Cullors, Garza, and
Tometi each had a wealth of experience as activists and organizers. They, like
many other activists both more and less prominent the Movement for Black Lives,
shared a tradition of community leadership that can be traced back to histories
during and preceding the Civil Rights movement (Ince, 2018; Lebron, 2017). This
wealth of organizing experience provided them unique skills and positions as
social movement leaders.
Patrisse Cullors is an experienced organizer, besides being an artist, activist
and Fulbright scholar with a UCLA degree in religion and philosophy. She
received many honors and awards for her work as an activist, such as “Civil Rights
Leader for the 21st Century”,88 “World’s Greatest Leader”,89 and “NAACP History
Maker”.90 As sources of inspiration she names Harriet Tubman,91 iconic freedom
fighter of the civil war era, and Assata Shakur,92 activist and member of the BPP
and BLA, whose quote from Shakur is oft recited at Black Lives Matter events: “It
is our duty to fight for our freedom. It is our duty to win. We must love each other
and support each other. We have nothing to lose but our chains.”93 At 18, she begins
volunteering (and later working) with the Bus Riders Union of the LA Labor and
Community Strategy Center.94 Learning in 2012 about an American Civil Liberties
Union (ACLU) lawsuit concerning widespread abuse of inmates by deputies, she
“felt like there was finally a voice that was being given to the folks who are voiceless
88	http://www.latimes.com/nation/la-na-civil-rights-leaders-br-20150304-htmlstory.html, accessed July
7, 2018.
89
http://fortune.com/worlds-greatest-leaders/, accessed July 7, 2018.
90	http://www.naacp.org/pages/history-makers?utm_medium=socialandutm_source=twitterandutm_
content=share, accessed July 7, 2018.
91	
http://www.latimes.com/local/la-me-c1-jail-activist-20140414-m-story.html#page=2, accessed July
7, 2018.
92	http://www.cosmopolitan.com/entertainment/a47842/the-women-behind-blacklivesmatter/,
accessed July 7, 2018.
93	http://www.blogher.com/blacklivesmatter-cofounder-keynote-why-its-more-vital-ever, accessed July
7, 2018.
94	
http://www.latimes.com/local/la-me-c1-jail-activist-20140414-m-story.html#page=2, accessed July
7, 2018.
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[…] not just the people who are incarcerated here, but the family members.” (LA
Times, 2014). She created a performance art piece and began organizing solidarity
rallies outside jails.
The primary quest of Cullors has been that of jail system reform. “Growing
up with several of her loved ones experiencing incarceration and brutality at the
hands of the state and coming out as queer at an early age”95 strongly influenced
her formative years as an activist. She tells her brother was in County jail, where he
was beat up until blacking out by multiple sheriffs and denied medical services in
Los Angeles.96 She founded Dignity and Power Now in 2012 to advocate reform of
LA County law enforcement,97 and leads the 2014 Coalition to End Sheriff Violence
in Los Angeles, actively connecting inmates with civil rights attorneys and trying
to organize the votes to replace former Sheriff Lee Baca. In efforts to push for
civilian oversight of the sheriff, she recruited dozens of former inmates to call the
office of County Supervisor Zev Yaroslavsky, sounding “a constant drumbeat.”98
For the Ella Baker Center for Human Rights, she is the director of the Truth and
Reinvestment campaign99.
Her take on leadership is reminiscent of the organizing tradition of Ella Baker,
Septima Clark, Miles Horton, and Saul Alinsky: “I identify as an organizer versus
an activist because I believe an organizer is the smallest unit that you build
your team around. The organizer is the person who gets the press together and
who builds new leaders, the person who helps to build and launch campaigns,
and is the person who decides what the targets will be and how we’re going to
change this world.”100 About community organizing, she says: “This shit works.
Organizing actually works. We can save our communities […] We have to think
about how we build locally. What I know how to do best is gather people, and
from there develop organic solutions to our issues. I think we need more than that
though. I’m interested in building a plan that actually builds political power. ”101
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95
http://patrissecullors.com/bio/, accessed July 7, 2018.
96
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mUyc5EAAWEY, accessed July 7, 2018.
97
http://dignityandpowernow.org/about-us/, accessed July 7, 2018.
98	
http://www.latimes.com/local/la-me-c1-jail-activist-20140414-m-story.html#page=2, accessed July
7, 2018.
99
http://patrissecullors.com/ella-baker-center-for-human-rights/, accessed July 7, 2018.
100 http://patrissecullors.com/bio/, accessed July 7, 2018.
101 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mUyc5EAAWEY, accessed July 7, 2018.
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She emphasizes that building power takes time: “any good organizer understands
that organizing takes years to develop someone, to develop thought leadership.”102
Alicia Garza grew up as Alicia Schwartz in Marin County, raised by her
African-American mother and Jewish stepfather.103 In middle school she worked
on a campaign to make contraception information available at Bay Area schools.
She studied anthropology and sociology at the University of California in San
Diego. At the time Black Lives Matter originates, Garza was executive director of
People Organized to Win Employment Rights, based in San Francisco. She also
organized for the National Domestic Workers’ Alliance. She later says about her
work for social justice organizations in San Francisco that it “broke my heart over
and over. White progressives would actually argue with us about their right to
determine what was best for communities they never had to live in.” At a younger
age, “Garza wanted to be an architect. She liked the idea of ‘figuring out how to
create something from nothing’”.104
Opal Tometi, at the time of co-founding Black Lives Matter, was the executive
director of the Black Alliance for Social Justice (BAJI), an immigrant rights
advocacy organization founded in Oakland, 2006 which promotes racial, social
and economic justice. BAJI “provides training and technical assistance to partner
organizations to develop leadership skills, works with faith communities to harness
their prophetic voice, and initiates vibrant dialogues with African Americans and
black immigrants to discover more about race, our diverse identities, racism,
migration and globalization,”105 bringing to mind the historical leadership role of
black churches. Tometi becomes an important and vocal opponent of Arizona’s
controversial SB-1070.106-107 Brooklyn resident Tometi is a first-generation
Nigerian American,108 with a decade of community organizing and immigrant
rights activism when she is credited for co-founding the hashtag. She was named
102	http://www.npr.org/2015/06/09/412862459/the-blacklivesmatter-movement-marches-and-tweetsfor-healing , accessed July 7, 2018.
103	http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2016/03/14/where-is-black-lives-matter-headed, accessed July
7, 2018.
104	https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/jul/19/blacklivesmatter-birth-civil-rights-movement,
accessed July 7, 2018.
105 http://blackalliance.org/about/, accessed July 7, 2018.
106	http://www.latimes.com/nation/la-na-civil-rights-leaders-br-20150304-htmlstory.html, accessed July
7, 2018.
107	Note the cross-references here with the immigrant rights movements, and the overlap in the networks
of various movements.
108	http://www.latimes.com/nation/la-na-civil-rights-leaders-br-20150304-htmlstory.html, accessed July
7, 2018.
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“a ‘New Civil Rights Leader’ by Essence Magazine for her cutting edge movement
building work” in November 2014.109 She holds a degree in history.
All three friends had vast experience as activists and organizers. A recurring
word that the three founders use to describe their initial impetus coining Black
Lives Matter is to ‘affirm’ our people, in a society that values some lives more than
others. “We wanted to affirm to our people that we love one another, and that no
matter how many times we hear about the extrajudicial killing of a community
member, we would mourn, and affirm the value of their life.”110 As an affirmation,
it harkens back to Black pride and James Brown’s “Say it loud, I’m Black and
proud” of the 1960s. It is a rallying cry that affirms a core identity marker: “The
call for Black lives to matter is a rallying cry for ALL [sic] Black lives striving
for liberation.”111. That is not the only way Black Lives Matters is a new chapter
in a longer ongoing struggle. The organizational backgrounds of Garza, Cullors
and Tometi show a shared common perspective on community organizing, with
a lineage tracing back to the Highlander Folk School approach. This approach
emphasizes the development of local community leadership, bringing forth
inspirational leaders such as Ella Baker, Septima Clark, Rosa Parks, and others
in the Civil Rights Movement. Many other high-profile organizers in Black Lives
Matter like Agnew and other Dream Defenders were also trained at Highlander,
undergoing non-violence training from Kazu Haga and lessons in organizing.112
Following Ella Baker’s example, the Dream Defenders organize “Freedom Schools”
in Gainesville113 and other places in Florida the summer of 2014.114
Similarly, the three share other institutional affiliations before garnering
acclaim as co-founders of #blacklivesmatter. Alicia Garza and Opal Tometi are
both alumni115 of the Rockwood Leadership Institute in Oakland. In its own
words, the institute works with “leaders working in important grassroots and
policy reform sectors that help improve the well-being of our communities
and world. Rockwood teaches skills and tools that help these leaders overcome

9

109 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/author/opal-tometi, accessed July 7, 2018.
110 https://stories.californiasunday.com/2015-03-01/black-lives-matter/, accessed July 7, 2018.
111 http://patrissecullors.com/black-lives-matter/, accessed July 7, 2018.
112	http://eastpointpeace.org/rosa-parks-dream-defenders-reflections-training-highlander/, accessed July 7,
2018.
113	https://www.civicmediacenter.org/event/2014/07/18/dream-defenders-freedom-school, accessed July 7,
2018.
114	https://www.civicmediacenter.org/event/2014/08/15/session-dream-defenders-freedom-school-20,
accessed July 7, 2018.
115 http://www.rockwoodleadership.org/section.php-id=34.html, accessed July 7, 2018.
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organizational challenges; inspire and align individuals and organizations toward
producing quality outcomes; develop collaborative skills; decrease “burn-out”;
and create organizations that celebrate sustainability and diversity.”116 The three
are also members of BOLD, Black Organizing for Leadership and Dignity. Tometi
names Denise Perry, founder of BOLD and union organizer for over 30 years and
“dedicated to developing strong grassroots leaders, democratic organizations, and
progressive social movements.”117 Perry started working as a union organizer in
the early 80s, following in her father’s footsteps.118 Cullors, discussing tools for
conflict resolution: “Some folks who have done that work well and have provided
more space for us as Black people to show up authentically inside of ourselves and
this movement is BOLD […]. Their work has provided significant ground for Black
people who are at the helm of this current movement.”119
The shared roots and the vast experience of many high-profile Black Lives
Matter organizers emphasize the importance of organizing in their understanding
of leadership. From this perspective, leadership is a story of networking, hard work
and persistence, of building on long-standing traditions anchored in institutions
such as Highlander, and on the ability to build movements by connecting
communities.

Community Organizing in Ferguson
A central tenet of community organizing is the organization of networks. After the
appearance of the hashtag #blacklivesmatter online, it did not immediately enjoy
widespread recognition or adoption (Freelon, McIlwain, et al., 2016), even if the
slogan already held currency among various groups of people in different parts of
the country. Contrary to notions of spontaneous virality, propelling the hashtag to
prominence involved tireless and persistent networking, both online and offline.
The networking role of leaders was essential to this.
The day right after their initial Facebook posts, Garza makes a protest sign
which was posted by Robbie Clark in the window of SoleSpace, an Oakland
116 http://www.rockwoodleadership.org/section.php-id=26.html, accessed July 7, 2018.
117 http://boldorganizing.org/2016/02/01/denise-perry/, accessed July 7, 2018.
118	http://www.organizingupgrade.com/index.php/modules-menu/black-organizing/item/169-openletter-to-black-organizers, accessed July 7, 2018.
119	https://medium.com/@patrissemariecullorsbrignac/we-didn-t-start-a-movement-we-started-anetwork-90f9b5717668#.fchz1pt4h, accessed July 7, 2018.
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shoe store. Shortly after returning to Los Angeles, Cullors makes a banner
#blacklivesmatter which was marched through Beverly Hills during an action she
led a week after their kickoff120 (Figure 9.2).
Figure 9.2. An early appearance of the slogan #blacklivesmatter

Dated July 18th, 2013 (source: http://blacklivesmatter.tumblr.com/image/55799296648, retrieved July 31, 2019)

They ask a friend who works at a design agency to create a logo in late July 2013,
initially for the Tumblr page.121 The wordmark logo (Figure 9.3) is designed by
Josh-Warren-White, himself a “long-time social justice organizer and graphic
designer”122 working at Design Action Collective. About inviting the design, Garza
says: “I think what’s important about this kind of design is that a lot of our work
is not just marching and protesting. It’s about different ways we’re able to seep
into the public consciousness so that our ideas become common sense as opposed
to outlying ideas.”123 The design puts the powerful words of the slogan front and
center. Warren-White acknowledged it should be easy to recreate the wordmark
for signs and banners: “Being easily replicable was the main goal since we know
within movements people don’t have budgets to do professional printers”.124 There
were prior ties between the studio and the three Black Lives Matter founders:
120
121
122
123
124

9

https://stories.californiasunday.com/2015-03-01/black-lives-matter/, accessed July 7, 2018.
https://www.fastcodesign.com/3062127/black-lives-matter-the-brand, accessed July 7, 2018.
https://designaction.org/about/staff/, accessed July 7, 2018.
https://www.fastcodesign.com/3062127/black-lives-matter-the-brand, accessed July 7, 2018.
https://www.fastcodesign.com/3062127/black-lives-matter-the-brand, accessed July 7, 2018.
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“Different members of Design Action have known or worked with Patrice [sic],
Alicia and Opal in different previous capacities, so that’s how they came into the
shop” according to Design Action graphic designer Sabiha Basrai.125
Figure 9.3: The original logo for Black Lives Matter

Designed by Josh Warren-White, posted August 2, 2013, https://nextcity.org/daily/entry/black-lives-mattermessage-graphic-design-firm, retrieved July 31, 2019.

These prior ties are based in part on the “activist ecosystem” in Oakland.126 It is
a particularly active and relatively tight-knit community, particularly since the
lively Occupy camps and the “traumatic evictions” there in 2011, as a local activist
tells me.127 The Design Action studio is well-known in that ecosystem. It is a 2002
spin-off of the Inkwork Press Collective, which has been designing artwork for
activists and progressive organizations in the Bay Area since 1974.128 The studio
“typically works with progressive nonprofits and social change organizations”. In
fact, “Design Action’s clients have typically come through organizations or people
the group knows from their other lives embedded in movements around the

125	
https://nextcity.org/daily/entry/black-lives-matter-message-graphic-design-firm, accessed July 7,
2018.
126 https://designaction.org/about/inkworks-press/, accessed July 7, 2018.
127 Personal correspondence, anonymized on request.
128 https://designaction.org/about/inkworks-press/, accessed July 7, 2018.
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country, or word of mouth from those networks.”129 The Design Action Collective
has also developed the Movement for Black Lives website130 and is part of the May
First/People Link network providing tech support for instance when the Black
Lives Matter website comes under DDoS attack.131 Included in the studio portfolio
is a poster used for the #not1more Undocubus rides,132 and its Facebook profile
has posts about Trayvon and actions around July 14th 2013.133 It also made designs
and websites for FergusonOctober.com and the Black Youth Project (BYP100).
Leaders worked to bridge such prior ties in efforts to connect a range of
communities from across the country. The Freedom rides and a number of
nationally oriented meetings and conferences are organized that are crucial for
building the movement. These events bring together newly engaged youths,
seasoned veterans, and politically savvy strategists. New connections are forged
between a wide range of communities, and there are attempts to use the momentum
to unite those communities under a shared policy agenda. One such event is the
Movement for Black Lives conference that is held in Cleveland, Ohio, on July
24 to 26, 2015.134 That weekend, amidst nationwide protests for Sandra Bland’s
case, more than a thousand people gather at the University of Cleveland for the
‘Movement for Black Lives Convening’.135 Among those present are Opal Tometi,
and Ash-Lee Woodard Henderson, now Co-Executive Director of the Highlander
center.136 Tometi explains the idea behind the event:
“Yeah, in many ways, the meeting that we’re having here in Cleveland,
the Movement for Black Lives, is a gathering of hundreds, and even over
a thousand, black young people, elders and various people from different
walks of life, who are coming together, networking, sharing ideas, building
our knowledge base for what’s going on, and developing strategies to
combat the pervasive violence that we’re experiencing at the hands of law

9

129	
https://nextcity.org/daily/entry/black-lives-matter-message-graphic-design-firm, accessed July 7,
2018.
130 http://www.frontier.is/activism-beyond-words/, accessed July 7, 2018.
131	https://designaction.org/statement-on-the-recent-attacks-on-black-lives-matters-website/, accessed July
7, 2018.
132	Note the cross-references here with the immigrant rights movements, and the overlap in the networks of
various movements. https://designaction.org/portfolio/no-papers-x-no-fear/, accessed July 7, 2018.
133 https://twitter.com/DesignAction/status/356852197159473153/photo/1, accessed July 7, 2018.
134 https://m4bl.net/, accessed July 7, 2018.
135 http://m.democracynow.org/stories/15384, accessed July 7, 2018.
136	http://highlandercenter.org/highlander-announces-new-co-executive-directors/HIGHLANDER,
accessed July 7, 2018.
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enforcement, but also all across the board. So we’re looking for a progressive,
comprehensive racial justice agenda that really cuts across various issue
areas. […] So, you know, for me, for example, I’m looking for candidates
to deliver on a racial justice agenda that incorporates the needs of black
immigrants from the Caribbean, from Africa, from different parts of Latin
America and so on. And so, I think it’s really important that we’re having
these gatherings, we’re able to raise our voices, share the unique ways in
which we are impacted by state violence, and articulate a new vision for
black life in the United States of America and across the world.”137

The event is an opportunity to bridge communities and issues, to “map out
our current realities in this political moment, access where our frontlines are
converging, identify opportunities for us to take action that leads to wins for
our people, and continue to press for the implementation of transformative
demands.”138Another important networking event is the Black Lives Matter
Freedom ride that brings together hundreds of men, women and children in St.
Louis on August 29, 2015,139 named in reference to the 1960 Freedom Rides of the
Civil Rights movement (Taylon, 2016). These Rides, some weeks into the events
unfolding in Ferguson, helped the Black Lives Matter to emerge “in its own right
as a prominent identity within these movements”.140 During this weekend, local
solidarity and national networking are brought into practice. Cullors has a central
organizing role, together with Darnell Moore and “a range of national and local
coordinators”. Among many others, also present are Johnetta Elzie and Arielle
Newton, both notably prominent on social media.
Building connections with local communities in Ferguson requires personal
involvement. Many first and foremost ride to Ferguson to show solidarity with the
Brown family, local community, and each other. The goal is to “amplify their work
and not distract attention away from it”.141 Three weeks after Mike Brown was killed,
they march towards Canfield Drive in Ferguson where that happened, and demand
Wilson to be convicted. “I couldn’t sit back on the sidelines; no more posting and
137 http://m.democracynow.org/stories/15384, accessed July 7, 2018.
138	http://projectsouth.org/portfolio-item/black-liberation-movement-is-rising-a-new-generation-ofyouth-meets-the-moment/, accessed July 7, 2018.
139	https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/sep/04/never-forget-ferguson-justice-formichael-brown, accessed July 7, 2018.
140 https://endnotes.org.uk/issues/4/en/endnotes-brown-v-ferguson, accessed July 7, 2018.
141	https://medium.com/@patrissemariecullorsbrignac/we-didn-t-start-a-movement-we-started-anetwork-90f9b5717668#.fchz1pt4h, accessed July 7, 2018.
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tweeting […]. This is the biggest thing I done seen since the Million Man March.
We need to be out here supporting.” Michael Matlock, one of the attendees says142.
Ndugga-Kabuye, another attendee, says: “Even though we’re gathering for Mike
Brown, we’ve got to think about what that means for other black folk--black
women, black queerfolk, black transfolk. We can’t just think [theoretically]. We
put together the language. Now we’ve got to practice a politic that encompasses
all black people.”143. Or, in the words of Arielle Newton: “My Blackness, once sick,
was healed in Ferguson. My Blackness was shared by the hands of many, who also
once suffered from sickened Blackness, but was remedied by years of appropriate
education, community organizing, and overall love.”144. Philip Agnew reflects:
“The role of people in #BlackLivesMatter—the role of people who are angry about
police, about the environment, about the economy—is to remind people that
America has some values that it’s never lived up to and that have never applied to
certain people. We want to change that.”145
The support for the local community takes many forms: “There are multiple
grounds of leadership, multiple organizations working on the ground to register
people to vote, advocate for changes in legislation, and create teams of people to
monitor the police. There is also a vocal contingent of young women and men
unafraid to agitate, unafraid to take to the streets in peaceful, but passionate
protest.”146 Attendees blogging afterwards share common narratives and references,
for instance to civil rights activist Maya Angelou’s quote “I did then what I knew
how to do. Now that I know better, I do better”.147
In addition to local solidarity, the Freedom Ride is very much a networking
effort to forge trans-local connections. “We were just wanting a way to be part of
the movement work that’s being done and wanting to support folk in Ferguson but
to also draw connections between Ferguson and other places across the country,”
says Moore. “We wanted to let people know that what happened to Mike Brown isn’t
particular to Ferguson. It’s a national problem of state-sanctioned violence against

9

142	http://www.colorlines.com/articles/get-bus-inside-black-life-matters-freedom-ride-ferguson,
accessed July 7, 2018.
143	http://art.blacklivesmatter.com/get-on-the-bus-inside-the-black-life-matters-freedom-ride-toferguson/, accessed July 7, 2018.
144 https://blackmillennials.com/2014/09/02/how-ferguson-healed-my-blackness/, accessed July 7, 2018.
145	http://www.peopledemandingaction.org/component/k2/item/241-phillip-agnew-dream-defender,
accessed August 9, 2019.
146	http://www.salon.com/2014/09/03/%E2%80%9Ci_am_not_afraid_to_die%E2%80%9D_why_
america_will_never_be_the_same_post_ferguson/, accessed July 7, 2018.
147 https://www.mayaangelou.com/biography/, accessed August 8, 2019.
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black people.”148 Freedom Riders traveled from “Boston, Chicago, Columbus,
Detroit, Houston, Los Angeles, Nashville, Portland, Tucson, Washington D.C.,
Winston Salem and other cities to support the people of Ferguson and help turn
a local moment into a national movement.”149 One of the attendees says, after
attending: “We were asked one question over and over again, ‘Are you committed
to transforming this moment into a movement?’”150
A lot of networking occurs over the course of the Labor Day weekend between
organizations and individuals, representing, among others: Lost Voices (now
known as Found Voices), St. John’s United Church of Christ,151 Organization for
Black Struggle, Millennial Activists United, Hands Up Don’t Shoot, Missourians
Organizing for Reform and Empowerment (MORE,152Jeff Ordower, Arielle
Klagsbru153), BAJI, National Organization for Women (NOW), Race Forward:
The Center for Racial Justice Innovation. Also represented are the Concerned
Citizens for Justice (CCJ), Iraq Veterans Against the War, and Ash-Lee Woodard
Henderson.154 Labor unions are involved, delegations from South Africa and
Palestinians155.
The weekend was a successful effort in galvanizing and forging networks,
for scaling up the movement. Afterwards, “many activist groups have returned to
our local communities prepared to fight for justice. Several hundred BLM Riders
[…] will actively support the demands set forth by the local Ferguson community
and will work both within our respective communities and nationally to address
blue-on-black violence.”156 Many new connections are consolidated online: “On
Facebook I friend everyone I recognize from the trip including Reverend Wilson,
who is prolific on social media. Throughout the week, tag-filled testimonies begin
to appear.”157 Those attending are energized and ready to continue the networking
148	http://www.colorlines.com/articles/get-bus-inside-black-life-matters-freedom-ride-ferguson,
accessed July 7, 2018.
149 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kpeb8ofh0lcandfeature=youtu.be, accessed July 7, 2018.
150 http://thefeministwire.com/2014/09/things-learned-ferguson/, accessed July 7, 2018.
151 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r_R_ezwhSl0, accessed July 7, 2018.
152 http://www.organizemo.org/, accessed July 7, 2018.
153 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kpeb8ofh0lcandfeature=youtu.be, accessed July 7, 2018.
154	http://projectsouth.org/portfolio-item/black-liberation-movement-is-rising-a-new-generation-ofyouth-meets-the-moment/, accessed July 7, 2018.
155	Note the cross-references here with the immigrant rights movements, and the overlap in the networks
of various movements.
156	https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/sep/04/never-forget-ferguson-justice-formichael-brown, accessed July 7, 2018.
157	http://www.colorlines.com/articles/get-bus-inside-black-life-matters-freedom-ride-ferguson,
accessed July 7, 2018.
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in their own local communities: “We returned home ready to do the work through
concrete interventions and in collaboration with the communities we work and
live in. Ferguson taught us things.”158 Commenting on the impact of the work,
Cullors says: “When it was time for us to leave, inspired by our friends in Ferguson,
organizers from 18 different cities went back home and developed Black Lives
Matter chapters in their communities and towns — broadening the political will and
movement building reach catalyzed by the #BlackLivesMatter project and the work
on the ground in Ferguson.”159 It takes an experienced, skilled, and determined
organizer to forge and connect such networks.

A New Form Of Leadership? Social Media and the Rise of
Leaders
Scholars and activists alike have credited social media for bringing the Movement
for Black Lives to national attention. In the words of DeRay Mckesson: “In Ferguson
we became unerased, and that was solely because of social media […] We didn’t
invent resistance, we didn’t discover injustice. The only thing that is different about
this movement is our ability to story tell it and to use the power of storytelling as
actual power.”160 This perspective on leadership stands in contrast to organizing
traditions, suggesting instead that social media allow for new forms of connective
leadership.
Because of social media, local events can rise quickly to national attention.
The death of Mike Brown and the increasingly national focus on events in
Ferguson generated attention on social media. Initially, reports were primarily
local. Professor Sarah Jackson comments: “What we saw was the first people who
hashtagged Mike Brown’s name were young people who lived in Ferguson and who
saw his body laying in the street. […] The people driving the Michael Brown story
and Ferguson—and this is also true of the Trayvon Martin case—were young and
had some connection to the victim. It was young folks from those communities
who don’t necessarily tweet about political things or even have many followers.”
(Jackson, cited in Demby, 2014, n.p.). This view is shared by activist Ashley Yates,

9

158 http://thefeministwire.com/2014/09/things-learned-ferguson/, accessed July 7, 2018.
159	https://medium.com/@patrissemariecullorsbrignac/we-didn-t-start-a-movement-we-started-anetwork-90f9b5717668#.fchz1pt4h, accessed July 7, 2018.
160	https://medium.com/@emilydparker/how-blacklivesmatter-resembles-activism-in-the-authoritarianworld-24d1200864f6#.dhzri23bf
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involved early on in Ferguson, who comments: “We started to use Twitter and
Facebook and Instagram as a way to just get the word out, to contrast the stark
mainstream media blackout that was occurring.”161 Activists now have the tools to
bypass traditional media when calling attention to a social movement, and rise to
prominence as leaders.
DeRay Mckesson was born in Baltimore (1985) where he was raised by his
father and great-grandmother, growing up in the same area where Freddy Gray
lived.162 He went to Bowdoin College, a small “elite liberal-arts college in Maine.”163
Mckesson became a self-proclaimed full-time “activist, organizer, and educator
focusing primarily on issues impacting children, youth and families,”164 and
“dedicated to ending police and state violence.”165 Fortune named him one of the
World’s Greatest Leaders in 2015,166 and Foreign Policy Magazine named him a
Leading Global Thinker that same year.167 In 2016, he made a bid for the office of
mayor in Baltimore, which he announced on Twitter.168
As a student, he became involved in activism primarily through the
organization Youth as Resources in Baltimore. Founded in 1994 with a focus on
education issues.169 He is motivated to pursue a career in education, commenting:
“[…] the thing I loved about being a teacher is that so much of any success I’ve
had is due to people who cared about me who didn’t necessarily have to. There
were all these adults in my life who pushed me to see things in myself that I did
not see.”170 After graduating, he joined Teach for America as a math teacher, an
organization criticized for undermining community-based leadership (Caucus of
Working Educators, 2015). Its approach is to find “outstanding leaders” among
recent college graduates, placing them in teaching positions in disenfranchised
161	https://medium.com/@emilydparker/how-blacklivesmatter-resembles-activism-in-the-authoritarianworld-24d1200864f6#.dhzri23bf, accessed July 7, 2018.
162	http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2016/03/14/where-is-black-lives-matter-headed#editorsnote,
accessed July 7, 2018.
163	https://www.nytimes.com/2015/05/10/magazine/our-demand-is-simple-stop-killing-us.html?_r=0,
accessed July 7, 2018.
164 https://mappingpoliceviolence.org/planning-team/, accessed July 7, 2018.
165 https://www.joincampaignzero.org/about/, accessed July 7, 2018.
166	http://fortune.com/worlds-greatest-leaders/2015/johnetta-elzie-and-deray-mckesson-11/, accessed
July 7, 2018.
167	
https://2015globalthinkers.foreignpolicy.com/#!advocates/detail/elzie-mckesson, accessed July 7,
2018.
168	http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2016/03/14/where-is-black-lives-matter-headed#editorsnote,
accessed July 7, 2018.
169 http://www.youthasresources.org/about-us/, accessed July 7, 2018.
170 https://ubuntubiographyproject.com/2017/07/08/deray-mckesson/, accessed July 7, 2018.
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communities (Teach For America, 2018). The organization is critiqued for
furthering a neo-liberal discourse which suggests that educational outcomes are
a result more of individual excellence, rather than structural inequalities (Baker,
2014)171.
When Mike Brown was shot, the then 29-year old Mckesson was in
Minneapolis (Mckesson, 2018). Watching the news he “was struck by the distance
between the sensational accounts of rioting he saw on television and the reports he
was reading on Twitter from people in Ferguson, who claimed that the cops had
been firing tear gas and rubber bullets into crowds of peaceful protesters.”172 He
followed tweeted reports on Twitter accounts from people present. He decided to
see for himself and drive to Ferguson on August 16th, six days into the unrest after
Brown’s death on August 9th. His first afternoon in Ferguson was spent at a street
medics training, where he met Johnetta Elzie and Alexis Templeton (Mckesson,
2018, p. 17). He began his own reporting from the ground shortly after. Of his
early tweets, this August 18th 2014 message received a lot of attention:173 “Y’all,
tons of police. Tear gas. It has begun #Ferguson.”174 And: “Also, the noise sirens
are out. Tear gas feels like extreme peppermint tingling. F.Y.I. #Ferguson. And:
“Phone is dying. I am nowhere near my car. I am lost in #Ferguson. Really bad car
accident. Looting across from it. Pray for me. #Ferguson.”175 He says he radicalized
that night.
Before his arrival in Ferguson, Mckesson had fewer than 900 followers on
Twitter. These personal messages from inside the fray built him an early following
from people scanning the #ferguson hashtag. An early example is how he runs into
rapper J. Cole at “#mikebrown’s final resting place”, taking and tweeting a picture,
which is widely retweeted and gains Mckesson many new followers.176 He says
this allowed him to make close friends: “We trusted each other because of a digital
space first and that trust manifested in physical ways, it manifested in offline

9

171	Note that by contrast, at the heart of community organizing traditions stands the idea that power is
developed within a community, fostering local leadership rather than reliance on external sources.
172	https://www.nytimes.com/2015/05/10/magazine/our-demand-is-simple-stop-killing-us.html?_r=0,
accessed July 7, 2018.
173 168 retweets, 8 comments, 23 likes at the time of writing (September 19th 2018).
174 https://twitter.com/deray/status/501190201432354816, accessed September 19, 2018.
175	https://www.nytimes.com/2015/05/10/magazine/our-demand-is-simple-stop-killing-us.html?_r=0,
accessed September 19, 2018.
176	Dated August 17, 2014, source: https://twitter.com/deray/status/501106942128185344, retrieved July
31, 2019.
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work.”177 He experiments with developing a recognizable persona, and early on
begins wearing red shoes and shirt to protests, later switching to a bright blue
Patagonia vest,178 a choice he says was mostly pragmatic.179
The relationship between building a following and the movement is not
straightforward. Mckesson: “When I tweet, I’m mostly preaching to the choir
[…] But the heart of the movement is in the actions. It’s in shutting down streets,
shutting down Walmarts, shutting down any place where people feel comfortable.
We want to make people feel as uncomfortable as we feel when we hear about
Mike, about Eric Garner, about Tamir Rice. We want them to experience what we
go through on a daily basis.”180 Twitter is ideal for reporting and building followers,
because hashtags can serve as a kind of “paperclip” that link events together.”181
Through following these, others can easily find and index ongoing news. Over time,
his increasing prominence led to further prominence. For instance, when he was
arrested during protests in Baton Rouge in July 2016, “The hashtag #FreeDeRay
began to trend almost immediately […] with more than 100,000 tweets hours
later.”182 With 450,000 followers at the time, he was firmly established as the most
prominent Black Lives Matter activist on Twitter.183

Discussion: The Challenges of Digitally-Networked Leadership
The use of social media has been instrumental to the development of the
Movement for Black Lives, through the hashtag #blacklivesmatter and concurrent
rise to prominence of some of its leaders online. The stories of those leaders
provide, broadly, two perspectives on leadership in social movements today:
community-based leadership and digitally networked leadership. Community177	https://medium.com/@emilydparker/how-blacklivesmatter-resembles-activism-in-the-authoritarianworld-24d1200864f6#.dhzri23bf, accessed September 19, 2018.
178	https://www.nytimes.com/2015/05/10/magazine/our-demand-is-simple-stop-killing-us.html?_r=0,
accessed September 19, 2018.
179 https://ubuntubiographyproject.com/2017/07/08/deray-mckesson/, accessed September 19, 2018.
180	https://www.nytimes.com/2015/05/10/magazine/our-demand-is-simple-stop-killing-us.html?_r=0,
accessed September 19, 2018.
181	https://medium.com/@emilydparker/how-blacklivesmatter-resembles-activism-in-the-authoritarianworld-24d1200864f6#.imkjrrf8k, accessed September 19, 2018.
182	https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/morning-mix/wp/2016/07/10/arrest-of-activist-deraymckesson-fuels-online-outrage-at-end-of-difficult-week/?noredirect=onandutm_term=.9b65663c1a1b,
accessed September 19, 2018.
183 At the time of writing, he has 1.04 million followers (September 18th 2018).
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based leadership is firmly rooted in the traditions of community organizing,
and suggests a movement organized as local communities led by local leaders.
Digitally-networked leadership leverages the affordances of digital networks
to enable a form of connective leadership that engages multiple publics with a
social movement. This section first discusses how those views are complementary.
Second, it considers how leadership traditions are (re)produced. Third, it considers
implications for our understanding of digitally networked leadership.
First, notions about community-based leadership and digitally-networked
leadership are complementary, because digital networks are firmly embedded
in local communities. The promise of community-based organizing is to build
“people-power”, identifying and giving rise to local leaders, to “never do for people
what they can do for themselves” (Alinsky, 1971). Digital networking affords
options to identify such leaders, allowing them to rise to prominence, and to forge
connections between them. Local leaders, such as Johnetta Elzie and Tef Poe in
Ferguson, fulfilled important roles by disseminating insider reports to audiences
who followed them on social media, eloquently and strongly representing their
local communities (Green, Kelley, Poe, Lipsitz, and Rogers, 2016). In doing so,
they focused the attention of many other communities around the world to events
in Ferguson and connecting them in a social movement. Thus, from an organizer’s
perspective, social media can be powerful public relations tools to create awareness
of movement frames. In comparison to traditional methods (from pamphlets to
flyers), social media have made it much easier (and cheaper) to reach many people
simultaneously (Tufekci, 2017). In the limited attention space of publics, leaders
can effectively compete with traditional media to make claims (Koopmans, 2004a;
Tufekci, 2013). The speed of which, moreover, allows leaders to counteract frames
as these arise (Ince et al., 2017; Jackson and Foucault Welles, 2015). Furthermore,
the sheer number of people engaging with a movement increases the variation of
available views from which leaders can select powerful frames to then amplify. As
public relations tools, social media allow for unprecedented means of ‘marketing’
a movement.
Second, digital networking (re)produces challenging dynamics of leadership.
The leaders who do arise may have conflicting views about the course or
representation of the movement. These select few leaders wield disproportionate
influence, which runs contrary to notions of community-based leadership. While
digitally-enabled leadership allows for leaders to rise up from local communities,
so that representation is as close as possible to constituencies, a single leader ideally
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cannot claim to represent the movement as a whole. Who rises to prominence
may be community leaders, but social media likely give rise to individuals most
inclined and skilled at the PR game. While local leaders may be reluctant to claim
the position of spokesperson (Morris and Staggenborg, 2004), those who gain
prominence will be viewed with suspicion as they begin to wield disproportionate
amounts of power over the movements’ message. Against a history of protest being
co-opted, this fear is not unreasonable (Andrews, 2004, p. 60). In fact, this same
dynamic was very much at play in the history of the Highlander school itself.
Asked about the challenges of leadership, Allyn Maxfield-Steele, co-director of
the Highlander Research Center in New Market Tennessee, tells me how “While
Niebuhr, Horton, and Alinsky, became widely known, they became figureheads
and got credit for community practices which had been around for ages”184. Those
currently leading the organization are keenly aware that even when a leader is
well-intentioned, their prominence can crowd out the work of others who are not
hugging the limelight (Cohen and Jackson, 2016). In the words of one prominent
leader: “It’s not about me personally. But my presence detracts from the issue when
I attend a march or rally”. Instead, they prefer to support behind the scenes, with
knowhow or resources.
These internal dynamics make it difficult for prominent leaders to coordinate
the movement. One respondent notes the effect of being treated differently since
becoming prominent: “My words are weightier, I’m invited to speak about things
outside of my expertise […]. Power corrupts, it’s so easy to fall into that trap” 185.
Given the history of the civil rights movement, the prominence of charismatic
figureheads to the national stage can be particularly contentious. With a powerful
Twitter platform and broad audience at their disposal, statements by prominent
figures are easily framed as official movement communiques. For instance,
when Mckesson endorses Hillary Clinton in the presidential elections of 2016,
this is widely taken as an endorsement by the Black Lives Matter network. Alicia
Garza remarks how the organization: “ has held a firm position of not offering
endorsements at the presidential level.”186 Ideological differences aside,187 this view
suggests that claiming to speak for the movement as a whole crowds out the sort
184 Interview, New Market, TN, February 2018.
185 Interview, Anonymized on request Amsterdam, June 2018.
186	https://mic.com/articles/157733/no-de-ray-mckesson-s-clinton-endorsement-is-not-black-livesmatter-s-endorsement#.Y5dVpGQxO, accessed September 19, 2018.
187	In this case, a key concern was whether endorsing a presidential candidate simultaneously endorses a
broader system of state violence and institutionalized racism.
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of leadership that lies at the heart of a community-based organizing tradition,
even if central command remains vital to the coordination of protest (Democracy
Now!, 2017). These are key reasons for organizing movements as a network of
local chapters with a large degree of autonomy.
Third, this chapter contributes to the literature on digitally-networked social
movements by contextualizing the rise to prominence of leaders through social
media. This invites us to reconsider how we think of and analyze digital networks.
Contrary to popular and prior scholarly accounts which suggest a spontaneous
rise of the movement on social media, this chapter foregrounds how the rise of
the hashtag #blacklivesmatter depended on the tireless efforts and networking
experience. Digital networking goes beyond more or less superficial follower
relationships, mentions, and likes. Bringing leadership back in allows us to better
understand leadership in digitally networked movements, without downplaying
or ignoring the individual stories of these leaders, in a broader technological and
institutional context.
The case of Black Lives Matter presented in this chapter suggests that
institutions and organizations fulfill crucial roles in the formation of movement
networks. Writing about coordination of the Tahrir and Gezi Park protests, Zeynep
Tufekci writes: “Preexisting organizations whether formal or informal played little
role in the coordination. Most tasks were taken care of by horizontal organizations
that evolved during the protests, or by unaffiliated individuals who had simply
shown up, alone or in groups of friends.” (Tufekci, 2017, p. 51). This is what she calls
“adhocracy” (p. 53), ways of non-hierarchical decentralized protest coordination
aspired to since at least the 1960s, now enabled by the affordances of digital tools.
As this chapter shows, institutions form caches of practices and knowledge,
while also providing the occasion for individuals to meet and connect and come
to share understandings of the world (i.e. Collective action frames: injustices,
sense of agency, identity (Gamson, 1995; Vliegenthart and van Zoonen, 2011).
Institutions are longer term stable nodes in volatile networks of the “adhocracy”,
providing fertile soil for leaders to rise up. For instance, the Highlander Center for
learning illustrates this function, empowering local community leaders based on a
tradition of community organizing deeply embedded in the practices of the Civil
Rights Movement, Folk schools, histories of Horton and Nieburh, and age-old
Appalachian (religious) community practices of self-reliance. It was at programs
such as BOLD, originating from this institution that Cullors and Garza forged ties
and gained ideas about leadership. Similarly, universities and campuses function

9

245

58807 Sander van Haperen.indd 245

12-10-19 11:59

CHAPTER 9

as powerful focal points for both network formation and propagation of particular
understandings of the world through those networks. It would be easy to miss the
role that such institutions play in the rise of “adhocracy”, if analysis is restricted to
a single event.
To conclude, this chapter juxtaposed two prevailing perspectives on leadership
in the Movement for Black Lives. Community-based leadership stems from
generations of community organizing. This perspective emphasizes the power (or
lack thereof) of communities to create and counteract media narratives (Jackson
and Foucault Welles, 2015). From this point of view, social media offer new public
relations tools for local voices to rise up from grassroots communities. By contrast,
digitally networked leadership emphasizes new networking possibilities offered
by social media. This perspective suggests that individual skills and attributes
allow leaders to fulfil the role of connective leaders that broker relations between a
wide variety of communities. These perspectives, and the traditions (re)produced
through them, invite us to reconsider how we analyze social movement networks.
Practically, these complementary views can mutually reinforce the formation
of leaderful movements that leverage digital networking from a diversity of
perspectives.
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Abstract
Black Lives Matter activists have given new impetus to aspirations of ‘leaderful’
organizing. Disavowing the centralization of leadership and rethinking the history
of the struggle for civil rights, many have sought to develop and revamp models of
decentralized leadership. Digital networking features prominently in these models, but
the literature suggests its role is ambiguous: while social media provide affordances
for decentralized leadership, they may also induce the centralization of leadership. To
examine such leadership dynamics, we adopt a computational approach. Drawing
on a dataset of roughly 18 million tweets collected over a 30 month period, we
examine two aspects of leadership dynamics: the concentration of leadership (i.e.
inequality in terms of centrality within networks) and the consolidation of leadership
(i.e. the degree to which central figures retain prominence over time). Engaging
with the measurement of network inequality by differentiating temporal aspects of
concentration and consolidation, we show that leadership dynamics fluctuate strongly
over time. Aside from a select few, there is little consolidation of leadership: new
voices can consistently rise to prominence. Contributing insight in today’s preeminent
social movement, we show how computational analyses can be adopted in ways that
do justice to the dynamic and diverse nature of movements.
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Introduction
While progressive movements have long adopted participatory democracy for both
strategic and ideological reasons (Polletta, 2002), new communication technologies
have revamped and reinvigorated ideals of ‘ad hoc, leaderless, participatory, and
horizontalist’ decision-making (Tufekci, 2014b, p. 13). Scholars have argued that
the use of social media allows for digital networking among large and diverse
groups of activists without suppressing specific identities and concerns (Bennett
and Segerberg, 2012). It is within these decentralized networks that communitybased leaders can rise to prominence (see also Castells, 2012; Juris, 2005b; Tufekci,
2017). In this context, Black Lives Matter activists have invoked the concept of
a ‘leaderful movement’. Moving beyond the notion that leadership is inherently
problematic, they argue that leadership should not be delegated to a single leader
but distributed over a diversity of movement participants (cf. Raelin, 2003, 2005;
Wood and Ladkin, 2008). In the words of the originators of the #blacklivesmatter
hashtag, Opal Tometi, Alicia Garza, and Patrisse Cullors-Brignac:
There are important implications for the possibilities that this new layer of
leadership can offer the movement as a whole. We create much more room for
collaboration, for expansion, for building power when we nurture movements
that are full of leaders, and allow for all of our identities to inform our work
and how we organize. This then allows for leadership to emerge from our
intersecting identities, rather than to be organized around one notion of
Blackness. Because of this, we resist the urge to consolidate our power and
efforts behind one charismatic leader. When we center the leadership of the
many who exist at the margins, we learn new things about the ways in which
state sanctioned violence impacts us all (Tometi et al., 2015)

Although activists warn against the centralization of power, they do not reject
leadership as such. On the contrary, it is vitally important for historically
marginalized communities to bring forth leaders who can inspire, organize, and
coordinate. This is especially true for groups that were pushed to the background as
charismatic leaders took central stage, including women, LGTBQI communities,
and other marginalized groups (Davis, 1983). While leadership is vital to the
articulation of demands and the coordination of protest, leaders should not claim
to speak for the movement as a whole and should not block others from rising to
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prominence and having their say. Ideally, then, leadership is shared, transitory,
and distributed. However, there are reasons to believe that social media impede
egalitarian participation and contribute to the centralization of power. As we
elaborate below, researchers have stressed that the network logics of social media
foster highly unequal relationships within social movements (Gerbaudo, 2012;
Nunes, 2014; Swann and Husted, 2017; Tufekci, 2017).
A conundrum of online organizing is, in short, that the very social media
affordances that ostensibly facilitate egalitarian participation also potentially induce
inequality. In this light, we aim to examine dynamics of leadership empirically.
How does online leadership develop in #blacklivesmatter? While qualitative studies
have begun to examine how competing tendencies towards centralization and
decentralization play out ( Bennett and Segerberg, 2012; Gerbaudo, 2012; Swann and
Husted, 2017; Tufekci, 2017; Uitermark, 2017), we advance computational analysis
to assess this dynamic. We adopt a relational approach to analyze how communities
form online and to examine dynamics of leadership within them.
In the following, we first expand the discussion on leadership dynamics and
develop a relational conceptualization of leadership within digitally networked
communities. We examine leadership by distinguishing analytically between
concentration and consolidation. The methodological section then provides
details on data collection, the identification of communities, and measures of
both leadership concentration and leadership consolidation. After presenting our
findings, we conclude with a discussion of implications for theory development
and activist practice.

Digitally networked leadership
Our understanding of digitally networked leadership extends efforts in social
movement research to examine contention relationally. One recurrent theme in
the literature is the disconnect between theories that stress the relational nature of
contention and methodologies that rely on categorical data (Diani and McAdam,
2003; White, 2008). Although scholars of social movements have suggested to focus
on the structure of relations among players in contentious politics (Duyvendak
and Jasper, 2015a), there is a ‘persistent tendency to treat social movements as
aggregates of discrete elements (be they individual or organizational actors, or
events), rather than systems of relations’ (Diani, 2013, p. 145). However, the

252

58807 Sander van Haperen.indd 252

12-10-19 11:59

DYNAMICS OF LEADERSHIP

advent of social media and the increasing availability of network data have given
new impetus to relational approaches to social movements. A blooming branch of
research examines empirically how interactions among social media users generate
topological structures (Barberá et al. 2015; Centola 2010; González-Bailón et al.
2013; González-Bailón and Wang 2015) and facilitate information diffusion (Givan
et al., 2010; Goel et al., 2012; S. González-Bailón et al., 2013; Rane and Salem,
2012). We build on and contribute to this expanding body of work by furthering
conceptualizations and methods to study digital leadership dynamics relationally.

Leadership: concentration and consolidation
Traditional views of leadership seek to explain prominence in terms of individual
attributes. A range of personal properties and skills such as charisma or eloquence
allow leaders to inspire action by articulating what a movement stands for
(Gusfield, 1966; Weber, 1946). The rise of New Social Movements in the 1960s
and 1970s, which innovated with decentralized organization, prompted stronger
emphasis on the context of communities to which leaders relate. For instance,
researchers stressed that leadership requires knowledge of ‘local idioms, values,
and practices’ to unite diverse groups into a mass base (Barker et al., 2001;
Veltmeyer and Petras, 2002). The advent of network analysis in social movement
studies has further reinforced the focus on leadership as fundamentally relational
(Diani and McAdam, 2003; Ganz, 2010). Understood relationally, leadership is
not a personal attribute but a quality of a group whose members refer and defer
to leaders. While the analysis necessarily identifies leadership with particular
persons, we need to attempt to ‘see through the personalities, to dissolve them into
the network of processes which have brought them to our attention’ (Collins, 1998,
p. 4). We build on this relational conceptualization by considering leadership as
an emergent phenomenon that develops in ongoing interactions. In the online
environment we study—Twitter—such interactions take the form of follower
relations, mentions, or retweets. While in bureaucratic organizations leadership is
associated with formal authority, on social media platforms like Twitter leadership
is first and foremost associated with centrality in chains of interaction.189
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189 This is not to say that only centrality matters. For instance, Gerbaudo (2012) documents how activists
who manage central accounts can use their administrative privileges to filter or push messages, a role similar
to the connective leadership on Facebook described by (Poell et al., 2016), while Uitermark (2017) shows
how hackers used their computer skills as well as secret chat channels to steer Anonymous activism. A
limitation of our approach is that we only examine public expressions on a particular social media platform.
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As mentioned in the introduction, the patterns emerging from these interactions
are far from trivial, as tendencies towards the centralization of leadership
may interfere with philosophies of egalitarian democracy. We know that selforganizing networks are conducive to the concentration of power in the form of
unequally distributed social ties (Barabasi and Albert, 1999; Watts, 1999). Degree
distributions of natural, technical and social networks are often heavy-tailed,
forming networks with few high-degree nodes and a majority of small-degree
nodes (Broido and Clauset, 2019). On social media, too, network connectivity
is generally highly uneven, also in the case of nominally egalitarian movements
(Uitermark, 2017). A likely generating mechanism in the case of prominence on
social media is preferential attachment (Barabasi and Albert, 1999; Dorogovtsev
and Mendes, 2002; Khamis et al., 2017). Activists who operate the most
central accounts—those with the most followers, subscribers, or friends—hold
disproportionate power in setting the movement’s agenda and choreographing
protest (Gerbaudo, 2012; Swann and Husted, 2017; Zhu and Lerman, 2016). As
Zeynep Tufekci notes, ‘ostensible leaderlessness does not stop de facto leadership
from springing up, and de facto leadership is often composed of those with the
most time, tenacity, energy, extroversion, pre-existing social status, and even
plain aggressiveness’ (cf. Freeman, 1973; Tufekci, 2017, p. 79). In her study of
the Chilean student movement, Von Bülow (2018) found that social media use
reinforced inequalities within the movement in spite of efforts by some groups of
activists to mitigate such inequalities.
A number of contributions stress that there is not only power concentration
at any particular moment in time but such uneven patterns persist over time due
to preferential attachment or other mechanisms of cumulative causation (Michels,
1915; Rijt, Moon, Restivo, and Patil, 2014). Nunes concisely describes such
tendencies when he writes that networks generally ‘do not appear to self-organise
their way out of power laws’ (Nunes 2014: 32, emphasis in original). For at least two
reasons, it is important to make an analytical distinction between the concentration
of leadership at any moment in time and the consolidation of leadership over
time. The first reason is that many activists themselves do not reject leadership
as such, accepting or even endorsing leadership as a benign and necessary aspect
of organizing for progressive change. Many do, however, attempt to mitigate the
consolidation of leadership since this would fortify inequalities and foreclose the
opportunity for new voices to gain prominence. Patrisse Khan-Cullors puts it as
follows: ‘The consequence of focusing on a leader is that you develop a necessity
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for that leader to be the one who’s the spokesperson and the organizer, who tells
the masses where to go, rather than the masses understanding that we can catalyze
a movement in our own community’ (cited in Cobb, 2016). A second reason for
the distinction is that social media activity is generally volatile: discussions come
and go at a pace rapid beyond 24-hour news cycles (Bruns and Burgess, 2012;
Stieglitz and Dang-Xuan, 2013; Yang and Counts, 2009). It seems prima facie
plausible that this would then also be the case for the prominence of individuals
within those discussions. For these reasons, we suggest two distinct dimensions of
leadership centralization. We refer to uneven network connectivity as leadership
concentration; a network has a high degree of leadership concentration when the
bulk of connections is concentrated in a small portion of its nodes. In addition, we
examine leadership consolidation. Consolidation occurs when prominent people
retain their position over the course of time, transforming from ad hoc leaders
into an oligarchic elite.

Materials and methods
Data collection: Twitter
We use data collected from Twitter to analyze concentration and consolidation
of leadership in networks. We obtained data from the social media platform
Twitter by monitoring the streaming API for posts containing #blacklivesmatter,
between June 15th 2015 and December 15th 2017. In collecting and reporting data
that users have posted on Twitter, we observe the Twitter terms of service which
stipulate how data and user information can and must be represented in research.
We note that these terms, as well as many recent studies, provide mostly legal
considerations about consent but little concern about risk of harm (Moreno et
al. 2013). Given the contentious nature of movements such as Black Lives Matter
and the potential vulnerability of activists (Townsend and Wallace, 2016), we
adopt the framework proposed by Williams et al (2017) who show that, despite
agreeing to legal terms, users tend to be unaware that their online behavior might
be published in research papers. Accordingly, we report only aggregate patterns.
We do not mention individuals and we do not present information through which
individual users can be identified, such as the textual or visual content of posts.
In our network analyses, every unique user represents a node, each mention
and retweet a tie. There are 23,991,665 ties among 4,632,350 nodes. Because
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we conceptualize leadership relationally in terms of user prominence, we focus
primarily on indegree, measured as the sum of the number of mentions received
and the frequency of being retweeted.

Identifying supporters and opponents
While many studies equate the activity around specific hashtags with social
movement activity generally, our methods acknowledge that many users who use
the #blacklivesmatter are not supporters. Because we are interested in dynamics of
leadership within the movement, it is vital that we distinguish between supporters
on the one hand and opponents on the other hand. For these reasons, we used the
following procedure.
In a first step, we build a training sample from 18,501,785 unique tweets. We
build the sample progressively, sampling 0.1% of each day, to make sure posts from
throughout the period are selected rather than only the busiest days. These 18,501
tweets are our training set. We then manually code tweets from the training set as
positive, negative, or unclear. Any uncertainty results in a tweet coded as ‘unclear’,
so that only tweets unambiguously in support or opposition of Black Lives Matter
are coded as such. Using the coded tweets, we derive two lexicons from the
training set: one with positive content and one with negative content, with content
including both phrases and URLs. These lexicons then inform algorithmic coding
of the full dataset to determine whether users are supporters or opponents. Users
with at least three coded tweets, of which at least two thirds are coded as positive,
are considered as supporters, while users with more than two thirds negative
tweets are considered opponents.
Following our procedure, we identify 89,203 users as supporters (2.1%) and
144,630 users as opponents (3.4% of all 4,632,350 unique users). Not all of those
supporters receive mentions: 20,849 or 0.5% of all unique users, appear in the
tweets of others in our dataset. The proportion of users classified as supporters or
opponents is fairly low because of our decision to filter out users who tweet with
#blacklivesmatter incidentally (fewer than 3 times) or whose tweets are neutral or
ambiguous. Because we are interested in the development of online leadership, we
opt for accuracy over quantity and focus on unambiguous supporters and their
relations in our further analyses.
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Measuring concentration of leadership
We measure concentration of leadership as the distribution of prominence. More
precisely, we use the method proposed by Clauset et al (Clauset et al., 2009) to
determine the power law exponent over the indegree distributions, with a higher
exponent indicating a more unevenly connected network. The exponent α captures
the probability density p(x) of picking at random a fraction of nodes from the
empirical network on day t with a degree lower than k.
Practically, we fit power law models above an estimated threshold using the
R igraph package (Csardi and Nepusz, 2006). To do so, we quantify the distance
between the empirical observations and modeled power law distributions. By
varying the threshold incrementally, the optimal xmin is determined by estimating
a Kolmogorov-Smirnov statistic. In practice, this means that all users with a degree
lower than the estimated threshold are excluded from the fitted power law model.

Measuring consolidation of leadership
We examine consolidation as the sustained prominence of leaders over time. We
do so in two ways. First, we measure network consolidation using Spearman’s
rank. More precisely, we evaluate the correlations between the indegree of
users at different time intervals. This is an adapted application of a method
used to examine fame trends in traditional media (van de Rijt, Shor, Ward, and
Skiena, 2013). The correlations indicate how strongly and in what direction
the prominence of users in a particular period is associated with the preceding
period. We reason that consolidation occurs when prominent users continue to
be prominent, diminishing the potential attention space for newcomers. Or, more
formally: if there is no relationship between early prominence and prominence
in later periods, user ranks would be distributed randomly between two periods.
To test this expectation we calculate Spearman’s rank correlations for indegree.
After determining the indegree of all users for each month in the observation, we
calculate Spearman’s rank correlations for indegree at various time intervals for the
same user, taking the first month the user appears in our dataset as a starting point,
t1. This is paired with the degree of that same user in the following month, t2. Then,
t1 and t 3 are paired, et cetera (van de Rijt et al., 2013). The increase or decrease in
the correlation between these pairs provides insight in prominence over time: A
user who sustains a similar degree rank position over time contributes to higher
overall correlation for the population as a whole. Users are grouped in cohorts
according to thresholds of average indegree. By reporting increases or decreases
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for different cohorts of prominence, we can compare tendencies towards more or
less consolidation for both the leadership and rank-and-file. While this measure
usefully indicates correlations of prominence ranks, it comes with limitations:
baselines are arbitrary, outliers are excluded, and it doesn’t track individuals over
longer periods. Baselines for prominence are determined by comparing the first
appearance of a user in our dataset at later intervals. While users are aggregated
to mean degree thresholds and correlations are calculated iteratively (and can
theoretically be negative), there are many exterior reasons that may influence rank
at t0. Moreover, statistically non-significant values and outliers warrant further
examination, exactly because outliers include the most prominent leaders. Finally,
the measure accurately measures overall decay of consolidation at various ranks,
but we are also interested in how specific leaders consolidate their prominence
over longer periods.
Second, we calculate a complementary measure of consistency over time,
which addresses the limitations of the Spearman’s ranking discussed. Do the same
people remain prominent or do new prominent voices arise as time progresses? To
examine this, we compile a list of the 100 most prominent leaders across the entire
period, and compare this to the top 10 most prominent leaders daily. For every
day we determine a top 10 of users receiving the most mentions and retweets. On
that day, these user was prominent in terms of receiving attention (indegree). We
then determine the number of days that users are among the ten most prominent
recipients of mentions. We select the 100 users with the most number of days they
are among the ten most prominent leaders. We refer to this as the ‘established
leadership’. We calculate which percentage of the daily top 10 leaders are part of the
established leadership, with a higher percentage indicating more consolidation.
In short, Spearman’s rank indicates how strongly prominence is correlated
at various intervals for various cohorts overall, but doesn’t allow for tracking the
most prominent individual leaders over longer periods of time. To address those
limitations we also examine how consistently the same leaders remain prominent.

Results
The concentration of leadership
Social media potentially enable many leaders to rise to prominence, but digital
networking could also induce unevenness by concentrating most attention among
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a select few. People engaging in online activity with #blacklivesmatter have
together generated and sustained attention for the movement over the years. To
what degree are Twitter networks of supporters of Black Lives Matter uneven?
And can we observe a trend in the direction of more or less concentration of
prominence? As explained above, we fit a power law on the indegree distribution
and then use the power law’s exponent as a measure of how unevenly mentions are
distributed among users at various times (Figure 10.1).
Our findings do not suggest a marked trend in the direction of more or
less concentration. A line that curves towards increased concentration in the
later period is the best possible option but a very poor fit. The development of
concentration over time is too erratic to capture with a regression line, particularly
so during the later period under observation. If we consider the network of
supporters as a whole and calculate the exponent for each day, we find a mean
exponent of 2.08. Digital activity on other platforms exhibits similar distributions
in combination with rapidly decaying prominence of anything but the long tail.
Such pattern has been found for, for instance, Wikipedia links (Zlatić, Božičević,
Štefančić, and Domazet, 2006, p. 3), online videos (Avramova, Wittevrongel,
Bruneel, and De Vleeschauwer, 2009; Szabo and Huberman, 2010), Instagram
popularity (Ferrara et al., 2014), and music popularity (Hu and Han, 2008; Sinha
and Pan, 2006). Compared to similar networks, the network of supporters is
slightly more evenly distributed but the differences are rather minimal. Whereas
we find a mean exponent of 2.08, Ratkiewic et al (2010:105) and Barabasi and
Albert (1999) respectively found an alpha of 2.6 and 2.1 in their studies of online
popularity.
While this suggests that online prominence among Black Lives Matter
supporters is more evenly distributed than comparable networks, the difference
is marginal, especially when we compare to other kinds of networks. For instance,
Rijt et al. (2013, p. 275) found an alpha of 1.1 for traditional news media. In
short, looking at the network of supporters as a whole, we find that it by and
large conforms to what we would expect of social media networks. What further
stands out is that concentration varies greatly on a daily basis. The exponent
ranges between 1.81 and 2.96 for supporters (compared to 1.99 and 3.16 among
all users). During particularly volatile periods, the exponent changes by factor of
10 or even 100 from day to day (note that the exponent’s scale is logarithmic). In
our estimations of the model fit, the range of the lower threshold falls between 1
and 5, with a mean of 2.34 and standard deviation 0.97, corresponding to 700,956
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users (71.9% of all people receiving mentions, including both supporters and
opponents). We also note that the power law models tend to increasingly diverge
from the observed network in the upper ranges of the distributions. All in all, we
find that (1) prominence is concentrated but (2) slightly less than in comparable
networks and that (3) there is no clear trend toward more or less concentration
over time.
Figure 10.1: The concentration of prominence among supporters of #blacklivesmatter fluctuates on a daily basis

Note: Power law exponents by day, among supporters. Point size indicates the intensity of activity as the
absolute cumulative indegree. Note that the graph is based on a calculation of the power law exponent for daily
slices of the network. It takes into account minimum sample size, estimation of lower power law thresholds, and
Kolmogorov-Smirnov p values for goodness-of-fit. Each point represents a cumulative degree distribution on a
logarithmic scale: the distance between exponents of 1 and 2 is a factor of 10.

The consolidation of leadership
Social media potentially allow for the continual rise of new leaders to prominence,
but digital networking could also induce inequality by consolidating most attention
among the same people over time. Is there a trend among the leadership towards
increasing or decreasing consolidation? First, we measure consolidation over
time for different levels of prominence. Figure 10.2 shows the Spearman’s rank
correlation at various times, for users above a certain threshold of prominence.
For example, the value 0.75 for users with at least 100 mentions indicates that out
of all leaders with at least 100 mentions, 75 percent were already prominent a week
before.

260

58807 Sander van Haperen.indd 260

12-10-19 11:59

DYNAMICS OF LEADERSHIP

Figure 10.2. Only the most prominent leaders retain prominence

Note: Spearman’s rank correlation (x axis) of prominence at different times, above varying threshold levels of
prominence (y axis). Line type indicates the increase of days after initial measure of prominence. Note: only
significant results are shown (p ≤ 0.05).

There is a marked difference between rank-and-file and the most prominent
leaders. This finding is consistent with studies of media celebrity using comparable
methods that found that only the most prominent individuals consolidate over the
long-term, while ‘small fame quickly shrinks’ (van de Rijt et al., 2013, p. 276). In
our data, there is a very weak to weak correlation for retaining prominence more
than a day among users being mentioned fewer than 10 times on average (20,035
users, about 96% of all 20,849 identified leaders, estimates ranging between 0.1
and 0.4, ρ ≈ 0.5). For the middle cadre, users with 10 to 50 degrees (706, or 3.4%
of leaders), results begin to diverge. Among this group there is a very weak to
moderate correlation for being prominent the next day, but this effect quickly
decays after more than a day (estimates ranging between 0.2 and 0.7, ρ ≈ 0.5). The
upper middle cadre, those between 50 and 100 mentions, correlations begin to
range to strong, even after more than a day (20,035 users, about 96% of all 20,849
leaders identified, estimates ranging between 0.4 and 0.8, ρ ≈ 0.5).
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For the most prominent leaders, those receiving more than 100 mentions
on average (31, or 0.1% of leaders), there is a moderate to strong correlation for
remaining prominent even after two weeks (ranging between 0.5 and 1, ρ ≈ 0.5).
This correlation increases with rank. However, we find little evidence of retention
after more than a month. There is a group of users with up to 50 mentions for
whom is weakly correlated with prominence after a month. The graph does not
show statistically non-significant results. Closer inspection of outliers suggests
these are well-known leaders who do in fact benefit from prominence retention
over longer periods.
Second, we examine such known leaders, to see whether they consolidate
leadership over time. While the measure discussed above allows us to compare
degree ranks, this additional measure allows us to examine consolidation over time
of specific leaders. This is calculated as a percentage of the established leadership
that is prominent on any given day (Figure 10.3).
Figure 10.3. The most prominent leaders are consistently prominent

Note: The percentage of the established leadership that is prominent on a daily basis. The vertical axis measures
the percentage: how many of the 100 most prominent leaders overall reappear in the top 10 of any day (y-axis).
A decline in the trend indicates less consolidation among the most prominent users.
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Most of the prominent people on any given day are well-known leaders. In other
words: on average, 7.5 of the 100 established leaders appear in the top 10 daily. This
percentage ranges between 1 and 10, with a mean of 7.5 and standard deviation of
1.4. For instance, the value of 10 percent on September 1st 2015 indicates that 10
of the 100 established leaders appear in the top 10 of that day, or in other words,
that all of the most prominent users that day are part of the established leadership.
Although a poor fit, the trend suggests an early increase of consistency, when a
larger share of the established leadership manages to consolidate their prominence.
This share slowly declines after July 2016.

Discussion
The advent of social media has afforded activists with powerful new avenues for
building decentralized movements. Such digitally networked movements would
be less dependent on singular, charismatic leadership at the top of a hierarchy,
promising instead a more diverse range of community-based leadership. Research
examining digital networking often emphasizes these egalitarian aspirations
(Bennett and Segerberg, 2012; Castells, 2000; Centola, 2015; Conover, Ferrara,
et al., 2013; Goel et al., 2012; Rane and Salem, 2012; Tremayne, 2014) but also
highlights the uneven nature of digital networks on social media platforms (BorgeHolthoefer et al., 2011; Shirky, 2003; van de Rijt et al., 2013). From our findings
follow implications for further research of leadership in digitally networked
movements.
First and foremost, we note the incredible number of people having engaged
with the hashtag #blacklivesmatter over the years (over four and a half million
unique Twitter users). Our findings suggest that distributions of prominence are
highly uneven among the sizeable online leadership, in the sense that a small
number of leaders receive a disproportionately large share of mentions and
retweets. However, this inequality varies strongly from day to day, and only a select
few most prominent leaders consolidate their position over time.
The methodological implication of our findings is that the use of power laws
to describe relational structures in social movements warrants great caution. Our
findings highlight at least two reasons for caution: variance over time and differences
between concentration and consolidation. Power laws have been identified in a
bewildering range distributions ranging from citation networks to earthquake

10

263

58807 Sander van Haperen.indd 263

12-10-19 11:59

CHAPTER 10

intensity (Broido and Clauset, 2018; Clauset et al., 2009) and social movement
researchers have followed suit by observing power law distributions in digital
networks (Borge-Holthoefer et al., 2011; González-Bailón et al., 2011). Contrary
to the idea that power laws are inherent to digitally networked movements out of
which they cannot self-organize (Nunes, 2013, p. 32), our findings suggest that
power laws are less than invariant when analysed over time. While indications of
an overall power law distribution may tell us something about the unevenness in
what we might otherwise think of as strictly horizontal movements, aggregating all
relations to a single timeframe obscures major day-to-day variance. By examining
the patterns and causes of fluctuating degrees of power concentration, we get a
better understanding of how network configurations change over time in social
movements.
Our findings further show that it is critical to distinguish conceptually
between the concentration and the consolidation of leadership. Social media do
not necessarily incubate decentralized and egalitarian movements. Prominence in
the limited attention space of social media is not only distributed unevenly, it is
highly ephemeral for all but those most prominent. We find strong correlations for
the prominence of leaders between different intervals, an effect clearly tied to rank.
The Spearman measure indicates that these correlations quickly wear off after a
couple of days, for most. On the one hand, this finding suggests that social media
allow rank-and-file users a rapid but temporary rise to ‘insta-fame’ (Khamis et
al., 2017; Marwick and Boyd, 2011; Marwick, 2015; Tufekci, 2013). Indeed, in the
volatile, competitive, and high-churn attention space of social media, prominence
ranks are ephemeral for all but the most salient leaders. This ephemerality poses
distinct challenges for social movements. Social media may have a democratizing
effect in the sense that a large number of individuals can momentarily become
prominent, potentially making it easier for voices to rise up, but that may come
at the price of a potential lack of institutionalization (Tufekci, 2017). The high
turnover of attention implies a lack of continuity: most leaders cannot build
the recognition and trust necessary to guide protest beyond an initial phase of
prominence.
On the other hand, while only a select few leaders consolidate their prominence
for anything longer than two weeks, our additional measure indicates they do so
consistently. This elite is made up of 0.1% (31) of all supporters. These well-known
figures consistently receive a lot of attention from other people, starring frequently
among the ten most prominent users on any given day (although not necessarily on
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consecutive days, as the Spearman ranks indicates). These voices of de facto leaders
are ascribed a disproportionate influence by others. Our data and analysis did not
focus on the period of such paths to consolidated prominence, offering important
avenues for further inquiry (Centola, 2015; Khan-Cullors and Bandele, 2018;
Mckesson, 2018). If digitally networked movements are marked by ephemerality
from all but a few, the question arises how fledgling online prominence becomes
consolidated in a such exceptional cases (Kang, 2015). Their prominence puts
these leaders in a uniquely difficult position: they generate visibility for the cause,
but due to that very visibility they bear the brunt of public scrutiny from both
within and outside of the movement (Tufekci, 2017, p. 79). Even if dependency
on a single charismatic leader decreases, the ephemerality of social media opens
pathways for the rise of voices whose prominence may lead to an equally quick fall
out of favour, reinforcing rather than abating oligarchic tendencies.

Conclusions
A key challenge for digitally networked movements is that social media both
potentially facilitate participatory democracy, while also potentially inducing
inequalities. For activists aspiring to leaderful movements, this means that a
more diverse range of voices could rise up from communities in lieu of one or
few figureheads. We conceptualize leadership in digitally networked movements
in relational terms, emphasizing relations over individual attributes. While
not necessarily apprehensive of other important aspects of leadership, this
understanding reflects that leadership is bestowed by others, being attributed
recognition of one’s voice. In the limited attention space that develops under
the unifying hashtag #blacklivesmatter, prominence thus critically depends on
relational dynamics.
To study these dynamics of leadership empirically, we applied network
analysis to a dataset of roughly 18 million tweets containing #blacklivesmatter,
collected over 30 months. Our procedure allows for the discernment of supporters
and opponents, and relational structures among them. The long period under
observation allows for a more detailed view of network dynamics in digitally
networked movements than is common in prior research.
We find, in short: a large number of leaders, but also unevenness among them
and limited consolidation. There are concentrations of prominence, although these
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vary from day-to-day. While occasionally attention is relatively evenly distributed
among supporters of the movement, attention is commonly dominated by few
individuals. These leaders form important chains in loosely connected digital
networks, potentially introducing new vulnerabilities. In terms of consolidation,
the leadership of #blacklivesmatter is consistently diverse, and new voices readily
gain prominence. Many conversations are not led by the same people day after day.
For the movement as a whole, 99% of the online leadership changes on a daily basis.
Only the most select few leaders manage to consolidate prominence persistently.
In sum, while we do find degrees of leadership concentration among supporters
of #blacklivesmatter, there is very limited consolidation of such prominence in the
highly volatile attention space of Twitter.
These findings pioneer computational methods that may complement
qualitative accounts of leadership in digitally networked social movements. Power
law distributions are the prevailing method of measuring inequality in networks.
We advanced this method by differentiating concentration and consolidation,
assessing with multiple measures how inequality develops over an extended
period. In doing so, our findings provide insight in today’s preeminent social
movement, suggesting how computational methods can be employed in ways that
take into account the dynamic and diverse nature of movements.
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Abstract
The combination of computational methods and data from social media allows for
powerful ways to study the development of social movements. The implementation
of computational approaches, however, presents us with epistemological and
technical challenges. For instance, we can use these methods to describe empirically
how prominence develops in networks of millions of users on Twitter (see Chapter
10). Such empirical descriptions are a first analytical level. A second analytical
level concerns epistemology: how we use these computational methods to arrive at
empirical findings.
I will argue in this chapter that seemingly inconspicuous details involved
in the implementation of computational methods limit the validity of findings. In
other words: to unpack the black boxes of social movement development, we have
adopted methods that are in themselves black boxes (cf. Goldstone, 2015; Törnberg
and Törnberg, 2018; Tufekci, 2014). This is brought to light by detailing the limits
of a seemingly straightforward measurement. Power law modeling is a particularly
interesting case, as a hallmark of network analysis and the subject of ongoing debates
(Broido and Clauset, 2019). Practically, it is easy to make power law distributions
fit empirical data by using a software package like igraph in R (Csardi and Nepusz,
2006). Under the hood, however, the details of this measurement can be quite
overwhelming, as I hope to demonstrate. It is not straightforward to determine how
inputs are transformed into outputs. The convenience offered by this computational
instrument obscures nontrivial technical decisions and underlying assumptions that
potentially have a large impact on the findings.
To address these limitations of computational methods, I discuss a relational
approach that accounts for the experience of social life in relation to network structures
(Crossley, 2015; Diani and McAdam, 2003; Elias and Scotson, 1994; Emirbayer,
1997; Uitermark, 2010). Its basic tenet is that structural relations and community
practices are interdependent. Practically, the relational approach proposed here
integrates qualitative inquiry in specific contexts with the selection and refinement of
network measurements.
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Introduction: “You don’t understand Twitter, my friend”
Setting out to examine the development of digitally networked movements led
me to collect data from Twitter. Adopting the tools of network analysis, I treated
mentions and retweets as indicative of social relations. Conducting fieldwork for
this study allowed me to interview respondents who had emerged as significant
from among the millions of nodes in the networks I concurrently examined using
computational methods. Often, while trying to make sense of the development
of social movements, I discovered insights that went against my understandings
of digital networking based on network measurements. Every opportunity they
were kind enough to allow me, my respondents helped further my inquiry by
challenging my assumptions.
To one respondent I suggested that she occupied a central position in the
network of activists in Los Angeles, based on the mentions she received. Not
impressed, she told me, “You don’t understand Twitter, my friend.” In part, I believe
she was being humble, downplaying her importance and position of prominence,
for which she demonstrably was working hard. Explaining that she had once been
important in “certain parts of the old LA [Los Angeles] left,” she had deliberately
distanced herself from that scene. Disillusioned by quarrelsome old comrades, she
“moved on to social media” to engage in ways that were more about “exchanging
ideas.” Now, she “builds followers like everyone else,” something at which she
was quite adept, her centrality in my network analysis suggested. What had
been abstract nodes on a graph were now speaking to me, refuting the relational
positions I had attributed to them. How to be certain that the network topology
was not the result of noisy data or a methodological artifact? In other words, I
faced a dissonance between empirical findings and epistemological approach that
needed to be reconciled. It made me question in two ways how to make sense of
network analysis.
First, computational methods pose both obvious and inconspicuous technical
challenges. Some of the tools I used were black boxes. It is easy to produce results
with a well-established software package like ‘igraph’ for R (Csardi and Nepusz,
2006). With a minimum of coding or statistical skills, it is easy to produce
interpretable results with pre-programmed packages. For example, the widely
employed igraph offers many convenient functions, excellent documentation and
skilled support communities. However, it is far from straightforward to determine
how specific functions in igraph transform input into output. In practice, every
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line of code is a research decision that invites examination. As a result, the process
of producing interpretable findings involves many decisions at every step that
are far from trivial, from collecting to processing to analyzing to presenting
data. Inconspicuous function parameters, typing errors, or small oversights that
do not necessarily interrupt runtime can have large implications for findings, a
problem further exacerbated by large data sets. One example is the way in which
a certain function in the popular igraph package is implemented, demanding
specific conditions for how it returns particular p values of a statistical test. This
determines the significance (literally) of the output from that function, but without
examining the source code, there is no way of knowing this. Even though the most
skilled programmers often err (Raymond, 1999), current research practices make
reflection on such intricacies rather rare in computational social science (Broido
and Clauset, 2018; Chan et al., 2019; Poursabzi-Sangdeh, Goldstein, Hofman,
Vaughan, and Wallach, 2018; Sharma, Hofman, and Watts, 2019).
Secondly, while computational methods and digital data allow us to examine
networks in unprecedented ways, interpretation of the measures they produce is
not straightforward. These epistemological, second-level challenges potentially
lead empirical analysis astray. For example, receiving many mentions can be
conceptualized as indicative of prominence, and a leader’s prominence may be
measured by examining centrality in the networks of mentions made. From the
vantage point of computational methods, a node does not need to be aware of
taking up a central relational position while fulfilling such a network mechanism.
In the Los Angeles network, the abovementioned respondent connected a group
of activists primarily interested in environmental issues with a group of Bernie
Sanders supporters, by retweeting content from both groups. The structural
position of this node in a network is analytically interesting in its own right. It
tells us that the respondent plays a role in sharing information between different,
otherwise unconnected, groups of people, facilitating the diffusion of information,
even if she refuted that doing so was important. It is difficult to reconcile analytically
individual perspectives with the scope of structural network analysis, particularly
when considering the millions of people connected to a social movement. Arriving
at the abstractions typical of computational methods (for example, inequality in
networks) necessitates bracketing, rather than contextualization, of subjectivities.
While difficult to resolve analytically, contextualization further enhances the
power of computational methods by helping us to ask better questions and guiding
interpretations of network measures.
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Power law distributions specifically offer an interesting case study that features
in several chapters of this dissertation, of significance because of the ongoing
debates about the measurement of this hallmark of network analysis (Barabasi
and Albert, 1999; Broido and Clauset, 2019; Pastor-Satorras and Vespignani, 2001;
Rainie and Wellman, 2012; Watts and Strogatz, 1998). The debate powerfully
illustrates an incremental development of knowledge from critical interrogation of
long-established, seminal findings (Broido and Clauset, 2019). In my research, the
measure is used to answer a seemingly straightforward question: how concentrated
is leadership in the digitally networked movement #blacklivesmatter? Drawing on
digital data and statistical methods, Chapter 10 set out to answer this question
using power laws as a measure of concentration. That chapter may be read as a
case of a straightforward research inquiry which yielded concrete results that
inform an argument and make a theoretical contribution to the literature. In this
chapter, those results are used as a case study. As will become clear, the process
of conducting that inquiry was not at all straightforward. While focusing here on
power laws, recent research demonstrates similar pitfalls hold for community
detection (Traag, Waltman, and van Eck, 2018), and the same is likely the case
for topic modeling, sentiment analysis, and other established computational tools
(Chan et al., 2019).
In short, while computational methods offer powerful new tools to analyze
the development of social movements, the implementation of these tools poses
technical and epistemological challenges. This chapter contributes a critical
reflection on the limitations and possibilities of the computational relational
approach developed for this dissertation. It asks: How can we use power laws to
study and make sense of “networks of outrage and hope” (Castells, 2012)? As this
chapter demonstrates, it turns out that a convenient and seemingly straightforward
network measure involves many nontrivial decisions with significant impact on
the interpretation of findings. A relational approach is proposed to address these
limitations.

Power Laws: Assumptions and Implementation
Fully understanding the theoretical background of statistical measurements, such
as power law distributions, is a challenge. Nevertheless, power laws have become a
mainstay of network analysis (Barabási, 2015; Clauset et al., 2009). As the central
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tenet of scale-free networks based on the theory of phase transitions, they are key
to theoretical notions of diffusion, contagion, brokerage, and tipping points. One
must, however, pose the question: Is a power law exponent the right metric to
measure the concentration of prominence in a social movement network? Imagine
a network of 100 people, who have a certain number of ties among them. Some
nodes have a single tie, whereas others have two or more ties. This is a distribution,
which, for a generated semi-random network, could look like this:
Figure 11.1: Distributions in a simulated network

From left to right: graph, degrees, and cumulative degree distribution191.

While most nodes in this network have a single tie to another node, there is one
node that stands out due to having 20 ties. For the network graph shown on the left
side of Figure 11.1, the central picture depicts the researcher’s observations: the
number of ties for each 100 observations. If we want to know how unevenly ties are
distributed among these nodes, on the right side of Figure 11.1 is the distribution
of cumulative degrees: the fraction of nodes (from 0 to 1) with a degree smaller
than k. Here, we see that the node that stands out with its 20 ties represents a small
fraction of the network. Statistically, this can be understood as the probability of
selecting a node at random from a network with a degree lower than k. Because
only one of the 100 nodes has a degree of 19, the probability of randomly picking
a node with a degree lower than 19 is 99%. In this example, the nodes turn out to
have one of only nine different degrees: 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 8, 9, 15, and 19. As it turns
191	Generated with igraph in R with a Barabasi-Albert game, a simple stochastic algorithm that follows:
P[i] ~ k[i]^alpha + a. Note: This algorithm by definition produces a degree distribution fitting a power
law exponent.
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out, 65 of the 100 nodes have only a single tie, 18 nodes have 2 ties. Thus, there are
no nodes with 5 ties, no nodes with more than 19 ties, et cetera. To know exactly
how uneven this distribution is, it makes sense to fit this distribution to a power
law model.
In its most basic form, a power law is a function of two variables, in which
a change in one variable produces a proportional change in the other variable. In
the case of a probability distribution with the scaling parameter a, this takes the
p. 323
form of:
𝑝𝑝 𝑥𝑥 ∝ 𝑥𝑥 $%

Applied to the distributions of ties in a network, the derivative of this function
is an exponent that can be interpreted as a measure of unevenness. In our case, as
P. 324
the node degree increases, the probability of randomly selecting a node with a high
6
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the scaling of one proportionally scales the other; in other words: it is linear on a
log-log plot. Referring back to Chapter 9, what we want to learn is how uneven the
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distribution of ties is in relation to the number of people whose tweets are plotted.
6
In short, for our purposes, the properties of power laws help to better understand
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inequalities in digitally networked movements.
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There are two ways to model a power law distribution, with a different
formula for continuous data and one for discrete data. Conceptually, the question
p. 325
of whether network edges represent continuous or discrete data is nontrivial. The
convention in many network studies is to treat non-weighted edges as discrete
1 argue that all observable data are, in
and weighted edges as continuous. One could
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problem remains, namely, that it is+,not certain what
+,- the data represent. This
problem is compounded when one calculates the exponent as a probability
fraction in the form of a cumulative degree distribution, producing continuous
P. 325
data. For an illustration of the advanced methods currently being developed in
other fields where researchers are facing this conundrum, see, for example, works
in epidemiology,192 the modeling of cellular processes, (Jamshidi, 2012) and deep
learning and neural networks (Klambauer, Unterthiner, Mayr, and Hochreiter,
∗
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192	https://nbviewer.jupyter.org/github/simoninireland/cncp/blob/master/epidemic-network.ipynb,
B CBDEF 𝑃𝑃(𝑥𝑥)(1 − 𝑃𝑃 𝑥𝑥 )
accessed August 5, 2019.
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2017). For discrete data, which our network$%application arguably examines, the
𝑝𝑝 𝑥𝑥 ∝ 𝑥𝑥
exponent can be approximated with maximum likelihood estimators:
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In other words: what
is the probability of the observed dataset, given a model based upon an estimated
exponent? To assess this probability, we can calculate a confidence interval with
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Here, we rely on the Gaussian behavior of maximum likelihood estimation, in
accordance with the central limit theorem (as shown in Gilbert, 2000193). The result
is the log-likelihood. From all the distributions that could have been obtained
from the estimated exponent, how likely is it that this model produced the data
observed? In most practical cases, a good fit of the power law to the distribution
does not apply to the entire distribution, so it is commonplace to exclude part of
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https://projecteuclid.org/euclid.aos/1016120368, accessed August 5, 2019.
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the tail to make the distribution fit . To that end, a threshold that excludes values
below a certain value may be used.195 If it is unclear what the threshold (xmin) is,
it must be estimated. Weighing different approaches, Clauset et al. (2009) propose
P. 325
quantifying the distance between the empirical observations and the modeled
power law distributions. By varying the threshold incrementally, the optimal xmin
is determined. To do so, a Kolmogorov-Smirnov test can be used, reweighted to
measure distance across the 0-1 range uniformly:
𝐷𝐷∗ = max

B CBDEF

|𝑆𝑆 𝑥𝑥 − 𝑃𝑃 𝑥𝑥 |

𝑃𝑃(𝑥𝑥)(1 − 𝑃𝑃 𝑥𝑥 )

The threshold that minimizes distance (D) serves as the estimated threshold, xmin.
In order to assess the uncertainty of this estimation, we can compare it to a large
number of synthesized iterations drawn from the observed data. Bootstrapping by
the standard deviation of those randomizations yields a comparison that quantifies
the level of agreement with the lower threshold in the observed data.
Following the reasoning outlined thus far, it is possible to fit a power law
model to any dataset. We have not yet assessed how well the model fits the observed
data. Having estimated the parameters of the power law model, we next need to
assess how plausible it is that the model represents our empirical data. Clauset
et al. (2009) propose bootstrapping to test the hypothesis that the empirical data
actually fits a power law model and, to that end, employ the Kolmogorov-Smirnov
test mentioned above. A p value helps in assessing whether the hypothesis of the
power law can be confirmed when compared to other models.196

The Practical Implementation of Power Law Measurements
Practically, there are different ways to calculate a power law exponent, and
programming the code for this calculation is nontrivial. Rather than coding
from scratch, many researchers use code from packages or ‘libraries.’ The most
194	Note that rather than “good fit”, used as short-hand here, a more accurate description would be: ““it
is very unlikely that the data could have been generated from the hypothesized distribution” (in
our case, a power-law). A high p-value _roughly_ means that ‘the data may have come from the
hypothesized distribution’; however, there could be alternative distributions that can describe the data
just as well.” (Nepusz, correspondence, August 2019).
195	Incidentally, this means that a good power law fit typically applies only to nodes with more than a few
ties, excluding substantial parts of a network.
196	Note that the formulation of hypotheses takes a specific form here, the practical implications of which
will be discussed below.
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widely used package to calculate power laws for R is called igraph.197 This package
“provides handy tools for researchers in network science” (Csardi and Nepusz,
2006, p. 1). It includes the function “fit_power_law,” which “fits a power-law
distribution to a vector containing samples from a distribution” and was written
by Tamas Nepusz and Gabor Csardi. As discussed above, estimation of the power
law exponent is based on different theoretical assumptions for continuous visà-vis for discrete data. Accordingly, practical implementation in igraph employs
two distinct procedures. Programmatically, the distinction is necessarily one of
integers and floats.198 One pragmatic way to decide whether to use the discrete or
continuous procedure would be to argue that, seeing that our operationalization of
network relationships does not suggest that fractions of edges are meaningful, it is
reasonable to treat the data as discrete. The fit_power_law function in the R igraph
package defaults to continuous for vectors containing at least one non-integer, if
no deliberate choice is made.
Practically, however, the function deals with data input in specific ways. For
example, while necessary for effectively estimating lower bounds, it is not required
to sort the vector, since the package implementation sorts automatically. Likewise,
it offers convenient options, such as forcing discrete data into a continuous
implementation, either by truncating them or through the function parameter
“force.continuous.” It is tempting to do this because the equation is easier (and
faster).199 However, this is problematic because it misrepresents data and produces
a poor model fit, particularly for small data sets200 (n =< 50) and a threshold
less than 6. This is not noted in the package’s help file; nor is it obvious from the
inconspicuous output of the function. In the case of networks, we assume people
have one or more ties, without fractions. For ties in a Twitter network, this lower
limit is problematic as a large share of nodes may be expected to receive fewer than
six mentions.
197	Colin Gillespie’s poweRlaw package provides an excellent alternative. Although less frequently used
than igraph, it is dedicated, well-documented, and well-maintained (https://cran.r-project.org/web/
packages/poweRlaw/vignettes/b_powerlaw_examples.pdf, retrieved July 29, 2019).
198	Incidentally, this is a nontrivial matter in computing architecture and the key source of the infamous
history of competition between Apple and Microsoft. Wozniak did not think it necessary to
add floating point math to the Apple operating system, so as to save time, and he thus opted for
performance over precision (https://gizmodo.com/how-steve-wozniak-wrote-basic-for-the-originalapple-fr-1570573636, retrieved July 30, 2019). As a result, Microsoft’s BASIC needed to be licensed
later.
199	This could be implemented in R with something like “n/sum(log(round(z)/xmin)).”
200	According to the plfit.r implementation it is (n <100) (Dubroca, 2008), and (n =< 50, according to
Clauset et al. (2009).
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A related point of confusion about the transformation of empirical data in
the function arises from the still-widespread use of least-square estimation on
the basis of cumulative degree distributions. The igraph implementation uses
maximum least squares to estimate the scaling parameter for the observed values,
rather than the logarithm (as is common in least-square approaches). Thus, it is
possible to easily estimate the cumulative degree distributions, as is often done,
presumably as a misconception of the underlying equation. The igraph function
“degree.distribution”201 simply computes a histogram of the observed degree
counts (density) in a graph object, the cumulative parameter in this case serving
to normalize values to fractions of 1.202 If one assumes there is a linear scalar
when fitting a power law, the exponent will be different for fitting cumulative
from that for fitting non-normalized values. A cumulative degree distribution
naturally follows a power law, so that outcomes of the Kolmogorov-Smirnov
statistic will generate p values close to 1 for any cumulative degree distribution.
Applying the fit_power_law function to our example of 100 nodes with 198 ties,
the degree distribution versus the cumulative distribution (see figure 11.1) return
exponents of 2.58 and 1.64 respectively. Again, the output is inconspicuous. Both
have significant p values for the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test, so that the power law
can be accepted as a similarly good fit,203 while the cutoff is estimated differently
and returns different log-likelihood estimators (-58.68 and 2.92 respectively).
Practically, this implies that the exponent can produce a difference of a factor of
10, despite the. fact that the distribution is empirically identical. When empirically
examining social movements, this severely limits the generalizability of power law
distributions, particularly across studies.
These log-likelihood estimators are calculated in the function by using a
maximum likelihood estimation to make a power law fit a degree distribution.
Put simply, this estimates the curve of the distribution of the number of ties for
all nodes, so that we can compare this to other distributions. Maximization of the
likelihood function allows us to estimate this alpha value. In the igraph package,
this is implemented through a C call that initially calculates the exponent simply
201 https://rdrr.io/cran/igraph/src/R/structural.properties.R, retrieved May 28, 2019.
202	Interestingly, the default for the function hist() to determine how to break values takes the max value
divided by the number of observations. The degree.distribution function overrides this default by
forcing breaks from -1 to the maximum value, so that any observations of 0 or 1 are counted, not
binned with 2. While introducing a 0 to the vector, the effect is nil as the power law equation will later
take the log of 0 and 1, which is 0.
203	i.e., we can not rule out that the data comes from a power-law distribution, but it may still come from
alternative distributions.
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as the cumulative sum of the natural logarithm of the values.204 This exponent
is then processed using the Broyden-Fletcher-Goldfarb-Shanno optimization
function of the lbfgs library (Nocedal and Okazaki, 1990), a quasi-Newton code
that approximates the best fitting scalar in an inverse hessian matrix over a number
of iterations (not the bfgs function as the R igraph documentation suggests205). To
do so, the lbfgs library relies on the gsl_sf_hzeta function of the zeta.h library, an
implementation of the generalized Hurwitz zeta function (GNU Scientific Library,
2007), calculated as:
zeta(s,q) = Sum[ (k+q)^(-s), {k,0,Infinity} ]

The lbgfs method is based on the assumption that the objective function f is
continuously differentiable twice (Liu and Nocedal, 1989, p. 21). In practice,
that assumption results in imposing a power law distribution to part of the data
in order to estimate an exponent. For networks, we might assume an exponent
between 1 and 10, as empirical networks typically obey a power law between 2
< x < 3. Instead, in the C implementation (on which igraph relies) an infinite
upper limit of 1e10 is simulated, and a value close to the observed distribution
approximated. While programmatically convenient, the unrealistic assumption
on which estimation is based in the function means that any data can be fit to the
model to generate outcomes.
However, an estimated power law exponent is not a good fit for the entire
distribution of most empirical data, so it is commonplace to exclude part of the tail
to fit the distribution. This means that specific parts of the network are disregarded
in the distribution model. Nodes with fewer than a specific number of ties are
excluded. If it is unclear what the threshold (xmin) is, it needs to be estimated. The
fit_power_law function in the igraph package offers two algorithms to perform
this: plfit and MLE. By default, the program uses the newer implementation, plfit.206
While both adopt maximum likelihood estimation as a current best practice (rather
204	I do not discuss continuous data here because my data concerns (discrete) network ties. The
continuous function is more straightforward and normalizes values to n and the threshold xmin
(Nepusz, 2010).
205	The reason for this is likely pragmatic: the lbfgs implementation uses less memory than bfgs (Liu and
Nocedal, 1989).
206	While both make use of maximum likelihood estimation, the older implementation relies on the mle
function of the stat4 package. It is not clear why this function was deprecated. The “The plfit library
is an efficient implementation of the method published by Clauset, Shalizi and Newman” (Nepusz,
correspondence, August 2019).
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than a least-squared linear regression), plfit allows for the manual thresholding of
the minimum degree at which to apply the power law.207 The probability of the
observed dataset generated using a power law model with the estimated exponent
is assessed by calculating a confidence interval with the quadratic of the maximum
log-likelihood. In the C implementation of plfit, this is calculated as:
result = - alpha * result - m * log(gsl_sf_hzeta(alpha, xmin));

where alpha is the estimate of the exponent yielded by the optimization function.
We can now compare the log-likelihood ratio between the fitted power law and
alternative exponential models. The C implementation of this log-likelihood
ratio in the igraph package employs the Hurwitz Zeta function.208 As a result,
interpretation of p values output is less straightforward than might be expected.
Clauset et al (2009) interpret high p values resulting from the KolmogorovSmirnov test as confirmation of the hypothesis, which may be counterintuitive
for many sociologists used to ruling out null hypotheses, typical in regression
analysis. The formulation of the hypothesis prescribes that a high p value suggests
that a power-law distribution cannot be ruled out. “Normally one then considers
low values of p to be good, since they indicate that the null hypothesis is unlikely
to be correct. Here, by contrast, we use the p value as a measure of the hypothesis
we are trying to verify, and hence high values, not low, are ‘good.’” (Clauset et al.,
2009, p. 678, fn #8). This is implied but may not be obvious from how p values are
reported in igraph, defining the p value in the help file as,
Numeric scalar, the p value of the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test. Small p values
(less than 0.05) indicate that the test rejected the hypothesis that the original
data could have been drawn from the fitted power-law distribution (Nepusz
and Csardi, 2003 n.p.)

This is further complicated by the fact that Clauset et al. (2009) suggest calculating
two distinct p values: one for the Kolmogorov-Smirnov statistic and one for
likelihood ratio. For the latter, a small p value is “good,” as it indicates that a direct
comparison of models is trustworthy. Furthermore, note that Clauset et al. suggest

11

207	If not provided, the plfit library uses the Kolmogorov-Smirnov statistic to estimate lower bounds, in
accordance to the method proposed by Clauset et al. (2009). This statistic is discussed below.
208 Defined as: zeta(s,q) = sum_0^infty (k+q)^{-s}. See discussion above.
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p < 0.1 because more leniency would “let through some candidate distributions
that have only a very small chance of really following a power law” (2009: 17). At
this confidence interval, high p values are likely to result spuriously from small-n
data. For data with n = < 100, it is not possible to accurately determine p values, so
that the hypothesis of a power law cannot be confirmed.209 Moreover, because of
how zetas are calculated in the plfit package, only observations above the threshold
xmin are considered. This means that, in order to arrive at a statistically significant
and robust estimation of the power law exponent, at least 100 observations need
to be above the given threshold. In other words, in the case of our conjectured
network, assessment of the p-statistic is problematic when there are fewer than 100
observations at a degree higher than 6. The opposite is also true, and perhaps more
worryingly: nominally robust outputs are easily produced for empirical networks
with at least 100 nodes, while those outputs may exclude, say, 50,000 nodes from
the fitted model. Thus, in order to correctly evaluate validity and plausibility of
any power law exponent, we thus need to report both the associated KolmogorovSmirnov p value, as well as n and xmin.

Implications for the Current Study: The Transformation,
Presentation, and Interpretation of Data
Is consideration of all the arcane technical details laid out in this chapter really
necessary, if we are interested in social movements? The purpose of presenting
the details of power law models was to demonstrate that it is not straightforward
to determine how inputs are transformed into outputs in the igraph package. This
is problematic because seemingly inconspicuous decisions can have a significant
impact on findings: the devil is in the details.

A First Illustration of Nontrivial, Inconspicuous Details: Data Collection and
Transformation
Not only do the intricacies of the procedure for modeling power laws potentially
impact findings, but of course the findings crucially depend on data collection
itself. The discussion thus far has focused on the power law and using igraph, as
one of many technicalities that shape findings. A brief discussion of data collection
209 Note that accurate estimation of the xmin value requires “about 1000 or more observations” (Clauset
et al, 2009: 672) in the n-tail part of the distribution.
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serves to further illustrate how seemingly trivial decisions have significant impacts
on findings.
There are different ways to collect data from Twitter. This dataset was
constructed by monitoring the Twitter API platform (Twitter Inc., 2014). Of
the various endpoints Twitter API offers, tweets were selected according to
their hashtags, rather than specific users. Based on preliminary exploration,
variations on the hashtag #blacklivesmatter were used to query the API, such
as “blacklivematters” and “blacklivematter.” Elements from these data were
conceptualized as ties in a Twitter network: we inferred a relation between
accounts when one user mentioned another. The accounts represented different
kinds of actors, such as individuals, media, and organizations. Many accounts
show signs of automation, suggesting non-human actors. To prepare the data for
network analysis, it was transformed in various ways. For instance, I used SQL
in combination with regular expressions for identifying and selecting mentions
from the raw texts of tweets.210 In addition, a range of operations were involved in
identifying supporters and opponents on the basis of tweets, discussed in detail in
the methodology section of Chapter 6. In short, using content analysis, I developed
a semi-supervised method involving the interpretation of progressive samples
from the data, which then informed my large-scale algorithmic classification.
This in itself involved a range of intricacies. How was the sample constructed? Are
unreciprocated ties included? Is the measure calculated for indegree or outdegree
or both, for targets or sources, with what minimum support score? And so on. It is
clear that each of these questions warrants closer inspection. I will not do so here;
the point is that such intricacies are so easily obscured.
Collecting data from the streaming API introduced biases outside the control
of the researcher because it returned a sample, rather all the tweets that include
the hashtag. The free, streaming API returns about 1% of tweets with a particular
hashtag, in comparison to the commercial, “firehose” service Twitter offers
that supposedly returns complete data (Twitter Inc., 2014). While it is not clear
exactly how the data are sampled, it is possible to assess data biases by comparing
210	Regular expressions are a powerful tool, but infamously difficult to handle. “Some people, when
confronted with a problem, think ‘I know, I’ll use regular expressions.’ Now they have two problems.”
(Jamie Zawinsky as cited in Friedl, 2006). Crucially, the problem derives from linguistics and the
use of symbols in computer science, which is beyond the scope of this chapter (Chomsky, 1959).
A key concern are edge cases in complex n-grams. Although primarily interested in simple, welldefined unigrams (“@”), I relied on trial and error in combination with manual examination and data
validation.
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various collection strategies (González-Bailón, Wang, Rivero, et al., 2014; Tufekci,
2014a). Estimations of network centrality measures in the data returned by the
streaming API closely matched those for firehose data in sufficiently large data sets
(Morstatter et al., 2013). The sampling biases were addressed by aggregating data,
normalizing over an extended period over time. This shifted emphasis to relative
changes as a unit of observation, instead of as the absolute exponent.
Aggregating data introduced a new concern: There was no natural temporal
break at which to aggregate tweets. On the one hand, aggregating data by month
shows a more pronounced trend towards a concentration of prominence later in
the period under observation. The outliers were evened out so that the range of
the alpha was smaller. Thus, daily volatility was no longer visible, emphasizing
instead a “less leaderful” movement from June 2016 onwards. It should be noted
that an exponent range between 1.70 and 1.90 can be considered very evenly
distributed, when compared to other networks which typically range between 2
and 3. Obviously, selecting the period to observe crops the picture and how we
interpret it. Data collected and depicted only from the later period, between late
2016 and early 2017, suggested (slightly) more concentration of prominence, but
also a trend towards less concentration. By contrast, the period between September
and December 2015 suggested more stability than did the overall picture. On the
other hand, qualitative inquiry suggested that discussions were strongly tied to the
daily news cycle, suggesting 24 hours as a suitable period into which to aggregate
data. Some respondents argued that “Twitter-time” spans shorter periods: they
saw a few hour delay in a discussion on Twitter as a sign that someone is not “in
the loop,” not on top of things. Thus, while aggregating days may be acceptable, the
point is that there is no perfect unit of measurement: depending on how the data
is aggregated, modeling power law distributions will produce different findings.

A Second Illustration of Nontrivial, Inconspicuous Details: Refinement and
Presentation
Second, the measure itself and the presentation of findings were refined in
conversation with the data. To a large degree, this affected the conclusions:
Different representations of the data in illustrates some of the less obvious pitfalls
discussed in the previous sections (Figure 11.2).
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Figure 11.2. Three representations of the same power law model

The power law exponent, by day, for: all nodes in the network (top); only among supporters (middle), and noncumulatively among only supporters (bottom).

The graphs illustrate different ways to present the same data. If the first impression
is one of a stable exponent, this is because a single outlier changes the scale
drastically. While an obvious outlier when presented as one, examining data on
a single day or according to a different timeframe obscures this fact. The outlier
on December 7, 2017 was caused by @realdonaldtrump; obviously not someone
we think of as a leader of Black Lives Matter, but this can only be determined
by contextualization. As stated above, filtering out opponents became important
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early on and the bottom graph depicts only supporters. There are still outliers
(note that the x-axis is a logarithmic scale), but the pattern and daily fluctuations
are much more pronounced. The bottom graph depicts the same data, but with
exponents calculated non-cumulatively, a practical technicality that can be easily
overlooked, as discussed before in the section on using igraph. Note that the same
differences hold for opponents; it is not the case that supporters and opponents
together provide a more stable pattern. Inconspicuous technicalities and different
visual representations of the same data obscure key findings.
Checking for robustness allowed for further refinement of the measurement.
Figure 11.2, above, was based on a naïve calculation of the power law exponent for
daily slices of the network. It reports, regardless of sample size, lower bounds, or
p values, the power law exponent among supporters. However, not all the alphas
depicted are representative or significant of a power law distribution (Clauset et
al., 2009). Each point is calculated based on the degrees generated during a single
day. Different scenarios can account for the observed distributions, examples of
which are depicted in Figure 11.3.
One of the outliers depicted in Figure 11.3 is the alpha 5.99 for April 17,
2017. This distribution is depicted on the bottom left of Figure 11.3. As one might
suspect, the low p value (0.0294) suggests the power law model is a poor fit. None
of the other four considered models proved a good fit either. Thus, while the
distribution suggests there is some degree of unevenly distributed prominence,
a direct comparison with the alphas from other days would be naïve. To correct
for this, the p values need to be considered. Another scenario, according to which
the power law is a good fit, but only with a high lower threshold, is depicted on
the bottom right. This means that the large majority of the network is completely
disregarded. In such cases, the alpha is not a valid measure of claims about the
network in general. To correct for this, only cases where the power law fits the
distribution with a threshold no higher than 3 will be considered (Figure 11.4).
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Figure 11.3. Not every power law model is actually a good fit

Top left: the power law is a good fit with the data observed. Top right: Another model provides a better fitting
alternative, in this case exponential. Bottom left: Poor fit for any of the four considered models. Bottom right:
the power law is a good fit, but only above a high threshold.
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Figure 11.4. Concentration over time: Power law exponents by day, among supporters

Note: Point size indicates the intensity of activity as the absolute cumulative indegree211.

This graph is based on a calculation of the power law exponent for daily slices of
the network. It reports the power law exponent among supporters, accounting for
sample size, maximum lower bounds, and p values for goodness-of-fit. In this case,
the range falls between 1.81 and 2.96. Outliers satisfy the Kolmogorov-Smirnov p
value test; see, for instance, Figure 11.5.
The two dates with the highest exponent follow a surprisingly similar
distribution, with minimal p values: July 8, 2015 has a p value of 0.33 and xmin of
1 and May 27, 2017 a p value of 0.15. In both cases, the power law model is a good
fit with the lower part of the network, while the exponential model fits better with
the core of the most active activists. In the cases with the lowest alphas, the fit of
the power law model also is much better. Modeling the distribution this way allows
for interpretation of how evenly attention is distributed among tweeters. The higher
exponent on certain days, such as July 8, 2015 and May 27, 2017, suggests that a
few individuals received relatively more attention than on other days. What stands
out from these refinements is the role of leaders who receive medium amounts
of attention from other Twitter users. Generally, the positions at either end of the
distribution are as expected: most people receive little attention, and one or a few
people receive disproportionate amounts of attention. Yet, closer inspection suggests
that the movement is “more leaderful” on days when prominence on Twitter is
shared on the midfield, among those receiving roughly 10 to 100 mentions.
211	Note that the graph is based on a calculation of the power law exponent for daily slices of the
network. It takes into account minimum sample size, estimation of lower power law thresholds,
and Kolmogorov-Smirnov p values for goodness-of-fit. Each point represents a cumulative degree
distribution on a logarithmic scale: the distance between exponents of 1 and 2 is a factor of 10.
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Figure 11.5. The power law model typically fits only parts of the network

Note: Model comparison for the two highest alphas: July 8, 2015 (top left), and May 27, 2017 (top right), and
comparisons for the two lowest alphas: July 1, 2015 (bottom left) and May, 2016 (bottom right).

Conclusions
The adoption of computational tools allows for unprecedented ways to examine
empirically the development of social movements. But these tools introduce new
black boxes on an epistemological level. Reducing this dissonance between what
we study (the role of social media in the development of social movements) and
how we study it (digital data and computational methods) is challenging. Many
seemingly inconspicuous assumptions and programming decisions potentially

11

291

58807 Sander van Haperen.indd 291

12-10-19 11:59

CHAPTER 11

have significant implications for how we interpret empirical findings. The call to
the fit_power_law function is a single line of code. It invokes a package based on
more sophisticated lines of code and math. By contrast, the scripts I wrote for
performing the tasks described above totaled 1042 lines of code. Although this
surely could be done more efficiently, the point is that each of those lines of code
comprises multiple research decisions that could easily remain invisible, while
having large implications for the findings produced.
These implications can, to some degree, be generalized to other studies of social
movements. Widespread in network analysis, modeling power law distributions
has also been adopted for studying the development of social movements (BorgeHolthoefer et al., 2011; Shirky, 2003). However, the procedure detailed above has
important limitations. First, the measure ignores substantial parts of the network,
by relying on lower thresholds and upper cutoffs. The estimated threshold excludes
a substantial number of network nodes from the model, typically any node with
a degree lower than six. In most empirical networks, this long tail represents the
majority of nodes (Clauset et al., 2009). Moreover, a cutoff of the most highly
connected nodes is common, for which an exponential model may be a better
fit. It may be exactly those least and most connected network actors who fulfill
crucial roles in the development of social movements (Barberá et al., 2015; Bastos,
Piccardi, Levy, Mcroberts, and Lubell, 2018; Diani, 2003; González-Bailón et al.,
2013). Practically, this means that we need to carefully qualify our claims about
power law distributions in social movement networks, and critically evaluate any
lower and upper bounds. In many cases, it may be more empirically accurate to
impose low thresholds rather than to model a good power law fit for a fraction of
the network.
Secondly, this implies that a good fit for a power law model is not necessarily
evidence of a generative process of social movement development. While a power
law distribution is typically associated with preferential attachment, different
parts of the network may be subject to different generative mechanisms. For
instance, low-degree nodes may approximate randomness, while the middle
cadre obeys power law distributions, and the most highly connected nodes are
subject to exponential growth. This suggests that future studies would benefit
from differentiation and further qualification of generative mechanisms in social
movements, necessitating qualitative inquiry.
Thirdly, the measure by itself does not provide absolute comparability. The
many implicit technicalities of the procedure make outcomes susceptible to
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individual technical skills, which are not readily evaluated in double-blind peer
review processes, so that a high power law exponent cannot by itself be compared
adequately across studies. Social movement scholars may find it more efficacious
to focus on dynamic processes, and accordingly, on changes in the power law
measurement over time. While this approach is still susceptible to biases, these
would lessen in longitudinal studies and triangulation.
Although I have focused in this chapter specifically on the calculation
of power laws, thus bypassing other approaches and tools used in my study, I
believe that my argument has broader ramifications. Computational methods are
widely employed, notably topic modeling and other natural-language-processing
algorithms, image-processing algorithms, and structural graph algorithms, such
as community detection and exponential random graph models. Each introduces
unique assumptions and pitfalls that require thorough examination. For any
application, it is exceptionally difficult to unpack the intricacies of the tools we
use, even when we work in multi-disciplinary teams where statistical expertise is
combined with social theory.212
More broadly, this chapter illustrates the benefits and limitations of a mixedmethod approach to the analysis of digitally networked social movements. Initially,
the power law measure is deceptively straightforward: it indicates how prominence
is distributed among people using a particular hashtag. This is interesting, because
the supposedly open nature of social media would suggest that, in principle,
everyone could receive the same amount of attention. Additionally, one might
expect that users tend to pay attention to people whom they know well. Because
different users know different people well, a likely outcome would be that overall
attention is evenly distributed. However, it turns out that, overall, the distribution of
attention is overwhelmingly unequal. Online prominence is not only non-random;
everyone’s attention is primarily directed to a select few people. These findings
led to an iterative refinement of both measure and interpretation, a result for
which qualitative inquiry proved indispensable. Contextualization made obvious
that many of the network nodes, even some very central ones, were opponents
which needed to be filtered out, given the objective of examining the movements’
leadership. It further resulted in a focus on changes over time, allowing us to better
understand the development of social movements. For instance, during certain
periods, attention was more concentrated among a few leaders than during other

11

212	Highly unlikely, even: the Riemann hypothesis remains unsolved at the time of writing (http://www.
claymath.org/millennium-problems/riemann-hypothesis, retrieved July 30, 2019).
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periods, depending upon the topics under discussion. Based on qualitative inquiry
we knew that specific leaders were consistently prominent. Thus, consolidation
became a key aspect of what we sought to explain, and helped us to realize that the
power law measure captured only concentration, not consolidation.
Finally, this chapter suggests practical lessons for the development of
digitally networked movements. The scale-free properties of a network of
activists has implications for the way information diffuses among them. Hubs,
the most prominent activists in the network, fulfill an important role in spreading
information among otherwise unconnected groups of activists. When information
goes viral in digitally networked grassroots, these hubs play a key role by “building
followers like everyone else.” This makes networks vulnerable: without these
specific hubs, information is less likely to be shared widely, with less diverse
information being accessible throughout the network.
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Subject and Research Questions
A Brief Historical Perspective: The Rise of Digitally Networked Movements
How have social media changed the development of social movements? To place
digitally networked movements in perspective, it is worthwhile to consider
briefly the development of social movements more generally. Communication
technologies have always played an important role in the development of social
movements. From pamphlets (Daudeij, 2009; Haverkate, 2019) and the printing
press that allowed Luther to go “viral” (Jara-Figueroa, Yu, and Hidalgo, 2019;
Tufekci, 2017, p. 262), from telegraph in the American Civil War (Bates, 1995;
Brock, 2003), to radio in the Civil Rights Movement (Ward, 2004), cassette tapes
in the Iranian revolution (Sreberny-Mohammadi, 1990), and television broadcasts
of events in Los Angeles in 1992 (Hunt, 1997), communication technologies
have again and again proclaimed the “demise of distance” (McCusker, 2008).
Digital technologies have likewise been closely tied to the development of social
movements, since the anti-WTO summit protests of the early 2000s, if not before
(Couldry and Hepp, 2017; Downing, 2001; Milan, 2013; Preston, 2001; Scholl,
2010; van Zoonen, 1992). In a globalized world, activists have increasingly
leveraged the internet to mobilize networks around the globe (Aelst and Walgrave,
2002; Anheier, Glasius, and Kaldor, 2001; Atton, 2003).
The starting point of the current study were renewed waves of contention,
that coincided with the advent of social media. They include the Arab Spring
(Aday, Farrell, Lynch, Sides, and Freelon, 2012; Howard et al., 2011; Koopmans,
2004b; Wolfsfeld, Segev, and Sheafer, 2013), particularly in Tunisia (Breuer et
al., 2015; Lotan et al., 2011), and Egypt (Hamdy and Gomaa, 2012; Poell et al.,
2016; Zhuo, Wellman, and Yu, 2011), protests in Moldova (Mungiu-Pippidi and
Munteanu, 2009), los indignados (Borge-Holthoefer et al., 2014; Gerbaudo, 2017;
Glasius and Pleyers, 2013), Occupy Wall Street (Juris, 2012; Tremayne, 2014)
and Anonymous (Beraldo, 2017; Fuchs, 2015; Uitermark, 2017). Popular and
scholarly accounts typically emphasize the role of social media in these protests.
Dubbed ‘Twitter Revolutions’ and ‘Facebook Revolutions’ (Ahmed, Jaidka, and
Cho, 2017; Attia, Aziz, Friedman, and Elhusseiny, 2011; Hodge, 2009; Lotan et al.,
2011; Margetts et al., 2015), the prominence of technology-enabled movements
on the world stage led Time to proclaim the anonymous protester Person of the
Year in 2011 (Andersen, 2011). In today’s parlance, movements and social media
are intertwined to the point of synonymy, with movements typically referenced
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by hashtags, such as #Kony2012, #NoDAPL, and #MeToo. Social media are now
entangled with every stage in the development of social movements (Bennett,
2005; Juris, 2009; Tarrow, 2005; Tufekci, 2017).

Research Questions
The advent of social media in the development of social movements informed the
two main questions of this research project:
1)	
What is the role of social media in the relational dynamics of digitally
networked movements? and;
2)	
How can these dynamics be analyzed using computational methods?
This chapter answers these questions, by drawing on a number of selected
descriptions from the empirical chapters to illustrate key findings.
It has been suggested that social media allow activists around the world to
form connections far and wide beyond their local settings (Benkler, 2006; Bennett
and Segerberg, 2013; Rainie and Wellman, 2012). These digitally networked
movements leverage the affordances of social media to mobilize networks of
outrage and hope (Castells, 2012). It is possible that social media allow for the
creation of symbiotic relationships “between struggles abroad and struggles at
home, relationships of inspiration and mutuality” (Davis, 2016, p. 90). This raises
questions concerning how social media play a role in the development of social
movements: how connections are made between struggles and how the voices of
inspirational leaders can rise on social media (Bennett, Wells, and Freelon, 2011;
Flesher Fominaya and Gillan, 2017; Milan, 2013; Tufekci, 2017, p. 263).
From a rich and varied literature on social movements, I focused on two staple
dynamics: scaling up and leadership. While not the only dynamics relevant to the
development of social movements, both scaling up and leadership are well-established
and regularly subject to empirical examination, as well as widely recognized as key
to movement building by scholars and activists alike (Bennett, 2005; Campbell,
2005; Diani, 2003; McAdam et al., 2001; Tarrow and McAdam, 2005). Scaling up
concerns the question of transcending local networks in the development of social
movements (Bennett et al., 2011; Flesher Fominaya and Gillan, 2017; Milan, 2013;
Tufekci, 2017, p. 263). Leadership plays a critical role in this process (Araujo et al.,
2017; Bail et al., 2018; Diani, 2003; Huffaker, 2010; Poell et al., 2016).
Social media data provides new opportunities for scholars to analyze
the development of social movements. On the frontiers of social movement
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studies, computational methods are employed in innovative and powerful ways
in the service of long-standing questions about social movement development.
Computational methods, in conjunction with digital data, enable network analysis
on an unprecedented scale (Borgatti, Mehra, Brass, and Labianca, 2009; Diani,
2000; Watts, 2007). The availability of data from social media makes it feasible
to examine millions of interactions simultaneously, including geographical
and temporal meta-data (Beraldo, 2017; Borge-Holthoefer et al., 2011; Freelon,
Mcilwain, et al., 2016; Milan, 2013). This allows us to map how engagement with
a social movement develops over time across multiple locations, and examine the
prominence of leaders among these groups and locations.

Studying the Development of Digitally Networked Movements
Two Social Movements
The channeling of outrage and hope through social media played a role in the
development of the Movement for Black Lives and the immigrant rights movement
in the United States. Both movements represent prominent examples of digitally
networked protest, that have contributed significantly to the American political field.
First, this research project examined the immigrant rights movement in the
United States from the early 2000s onwards. Widespread protests in 2006 brought
immigrant rights to the fore of U.S. policy debates (Bloemraad and Voss, 2019).
Those protests catalyzed the integration of a fragmented field of activists and
advocacy groups (Nicholls, Uitermark, and van Haperen, 2019). In this context,
we can examine how activists’ use of social media affected the development of the
movement. In 2013, a coalition of radical grassroots activists and organizations
mobilized the #not1more campaign to end deportations. It was designed explicitly
to take advantage of social media to allow for forms of leadership that could
connect different groups across the country (Bennett and Segerberg, 2013; Franco
et al., 2015; Nicholls et al., 2016). In addition to other channels of which the
activists made use, social media facilitated local hubs of participants to coordinate
a sustained nation-wide campaign. Digital networking thus allowed activists, such
as the Dreamers, to outmaneuver more traditional hierarchical organizations
Nicholls et al., 2016; van Haperen et al., 2018).
Second, this study examined the Movement for Black Lives. Mobilizing
around the slogan Black Lives Matter and the hashtag #blacklivesmatter, the
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movement represents a broad coalition of groups and organizations organizing
against violence against Black communities in the United States (The Movement
for Black Lives, 2019). While firmly rooted in a long history of struggle against
racism and police brutality, it was in 2013 that a sequence of tragedies led to a
resurgence of outrage and hope channeled through social media (Cohen and
Jackson, 2016; Khan-Cullors and Bandele, 2018; Mckesson, 2018; Tometi et al.,
2015). This contributed to the development of a social movement from shared
but otherwise loosely connected experiences. The mediatization of the protests in
Ferguson, Missouri served as a catalyst, asserting the potential of social media to
contest power by documenting and sharing perspectives (Freelon, McIlwain, et al.,
2016; Jackson and Foucault Welles, 2015). Social media allowed millions of people
to unite under the hashtag #blacklivesmatter and engage with issues of social and
racial justice.
In both the Movement for Black Lives and the immigrant rights movement
in the U.S., digital networking allowed activists to connect and share experiences
across the country, and as a result, to develop social movements. From their
struggles and their leaders, we may learn about the role of social media in the
development of social movements.

A Relational Approach
Understanding the dynamics of digitally networked movements calls for a
relational approach that allows for analysis of digital networks, while accounting
for activists’ experiences. This is because networks and experiences are mutually
constitutive, an assumption based on an understanding of the social world in
terms of figurations: “networks of interdependent human beings, with shifting
asymmetrical power balances” (Van Benthem van den Bergh, cited in Fletcher
1997, n.p.; cf. Elias 2000; van Krieken 2001). How people make sense of the
world depends on their social relations. Studying networks is therefore important
because the experience of being in a social movement shapes, and is shaped by,
relations among people (Collins, 2004; Crossley, 2010a; Emirbayer, 1997; Melucci,
1980).
To understand the relational structures in social movements, I adopted
methods from social network analysis (Diani, 2013; Diani and McAdam, 2003).
Because I am interested in the development of digitally networked movements,
I drew on data collected from social media. This analysis was inspired by recent
social movement research that employs network measures in combination with
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social media data (Borge-Holthoefer et al., 2011; Conover, Davis, et al., 2013;
González-Bailón et al., 2011; Tremayne, 2014). I collected roughly 20 million posts
with hashtags related to one or the other movement on Twitter and Instagram,
yielding networks of roughly 4.5 million unique users. I developed a range of
computational methods to analyze these relations, including network measures
and image recognition. The resulting social network analyses describe and map
how relationships among these users develop over time and in various locations.
In order to understand how such network structures shape the experience
of individuals, I employed qualitative inquiry. As suggested above, relational
structures and meaning-making are mutually constitutive. Thus, understanding
the development of social movement networks necessitates analysis of the contexts
within which relations develop (Bail, 2014; Cox, 2017; Crossley, 2015; Elias, 1995,
2000; Emirbayer and Desmond, 2015; Lind and Stepan-Norris, 2011). I drew upon
qualitative inquiry to understand the relational dynamics of digitally networked
movements employing a variety of specific contexts. Formal interviews and
informal conversations (92 in total) with activists prominent to greater or lesser
degrees, as well as with their adversaries, were conducted in a range of U.S. cities,
including Los Angeles, Sacramento and San Francisco, California, New York, New
York, Cannon Ball, North Dakota, Ferguson, Missouri, Selma and Birmingham,
Alabama, Seattle, Washington, Chicago, Illinois, Grand Rapids, Michigan, and
Phoenix, Arizona. In addition, my analyses drew on a variety of sources, including
blogs, biographies, activist memoires, policy documents, newspaper articles, IRS
records, and White House visitor records. These qualitative sources informed
an iterative process that integrated computational analyses, facilitating an
understanding of how relationships developed in digitally networked movements.

Scaling Up Digitally Networked Movements
My study shows that the uses of social media are embedded in community
networks and practices. Accordingly, the development of digitally networked
movements is closely interwoven with the communities which are at their roots.
I show how, because of this, social media produce and reproduce dynamics of
power in the ways that social movements develop, rather than fundamentally
changing relational dynamics. The following sections highlight a number of
selected empirical findings to illustrate my argument.
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Theories About Scaling Up
Scaling refers to how social movements expand beyond a local setting (Nicholls,
2009; Routledge, 2003; Sikkink, 2005; Soule, 2013; Tarrow, 2005). The basic idea is
that even large-scale transnational social movements begin with a small group of
people (Barabasi and Albert, 1999; Newman and Watts, 1999; Tarrow and McAdam,
2005). Typically, people who know each other well enough to take action together
tend to live close to each other (Baldassarri and Bearman, 2007; Centola, 2015;
Centola, 2013; Feld, 1981). By forming coalitions with other groups of activists
elsewhere, such a movement begins to expand (Givan et al., 2010; Tarrow, 2010).
The development of social movements, from the perspective of scaling generally
and in terms of networks, depends on the formation of connections between
diverse groups of people (Burt, 2004; Granovetter, 1973).
Theories of social movements and social media suggests that digital networking
may be ideally suited for forging connections between disperse communities.
As infrastructures that encourage interactions, social media ostensibly facilitate
the transcendence of geographical barriers in scaling processes that transform
localized activism into national movements (McAdam, Tarrow, et al., 1996;
Soule, 2013; Tarrow and McAdam, 2005). Close-knit, localized communities
can use social media to easily interact with communities in other places. This
is important for grassroots movements to emerge from local communities and
scale up to form national movements (Chong, 1991; Della Porta and Tarrow, 2005;
McAdam et al., 2001). In terms of digitally networked movements, the forging
of such connections is a question of the diffusion of (personal action) frames, as
“individualized orientations that are expressions of personal hopes, lifestyles, and
grievances” instead of collective action frames, which are expressions of “social
group identity, membership, or ideology” (Bennett and Segerberg, 2012, pp. 743–
744; Olson, 1965). While Bennett and Segerberg claim that identification with
personal action frames relies less on collective appeals, others suggest social media
allow for new ways of relating to collective identities (Beraldo, 2017; Crossley,
2010a; Kavada, 2015; Milan, 2015a). Thus, social media may increase the traction
of (personalized) frames by affording individuals new ways of reaching beyond
strictly pre-existing local networks (cf. Tarrow and McAdam, 2005).
These scaling processes have been the focus of recent advances in the study
of digitally networked movements, describing how relational structures develop
in social movements. This important body of work describes in detail the anatomy
of various contemporary social movements, such as the Indignados, Occupy,
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and Anonymous (Beraldo, 2017; Borge-Holthoefer et al., 2014; González-Bailón
and Wang, 2015; Tremayne, 2014). Studies have also demonstrated that online
movement networks are rooted in distinct geographies (Conover, Davis, et al.,
2013; Hemsley and Eckert, 2014a; Wallace, Zepeda-Millán, and Jones-Correa,
2013). This helps us understand, for instance, how structural network relations
shape the behavior and the roles of individuals (Barberá et al., 2015; GonzálezBailón et al., 2013; Varol et al., 2014), as well as the ways in which information
diffuses through brokers in social movement networks (González-Bailón and
Wang, 2015), and the recruitment processes that result from these diffusions
(Crossley, 2015; González-Bailón et al., 2011).

Contributions of This Study to Theories About Scaling Up
I contribute to research on social movements by expanding on how relational
dynamics of digitally networked movements are embedded in communities. With
regards to scaling, I argue that social media have not diminished the importance
of communities in social movements (Andersen, 2011; Cobb, 2016; King, 2015;
Margetts et al., 2015). Although the theories discussed in previous chapters
emphasize the ephemerality of ties on social media, there were remarkably
consistent relational patterns in the digital networks that I studied, for instance in
degrees of engagement and recruitment processes (Chapters 3, 4, 9, 10), formation
of antagonistic counter-movements (Chapters 5 and 6), as well as the mediation
of emotions and solidarity on social media (Chapters 5 and 8). I show how the
digital networks that I studied were embedded in firmly established grassroots
communities (Bastos and Mercea, 2016; Diani, 2015; Nicholls and Uitermark, 2017;
Tufekci, 2017). Because interactions on social media are rooted in communities,
these were a key factor in the scaling of digitally-enabled movements. Local networks
provided a degree of consistency, because they were configured through shared
location and interests, as demonstrated in this project (see also: Borge-Holthoefer et
al. 2011; Conover et al. 2013; González-Bailón 2013; Tremayne 2014; cf. Feld 1981).
This allowed for sustained online engagement and provided a stable foundation
for consecutive mobilizations. Thus, while social media allow for interactions with
like-minded strangers, digitally networked movements reliance on small-scale local
communities allows them to go big. This helps to understand scaling processes in
digitally networked movements in three respects: the development of relational
structures online, how these are configured by specific locations and interests, and
how these structures allow for the transmission of emotions.
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In both movements that I examined, the relational structures among
participants developed in similar ways. Typically, people interacted online with
others who lived nearby and/or shared an interest. That range of interests was
as broad as the experiences of everyday life, and served as a testament to the
diversity of both movements. Overall the online networks were relatively sparse,
while local subgroups’ structures were cohesive. This suggests that people are part
of local communities, and use social media to connect with distant, otherwise
unconnected, groups. The existence of this polycentric network structure, rooted
in distinct geographies, indicates that social media allow for scaling, as might be
expected from various theories (Burt, 2004; Donatella Della Porta and Tarrow,
2005; Granovetter, 1973; Tarrow, 2005). Similarly, the polycentric network
structures of the immigrant rights movement (as described by focusing on the
Dreamers in Chapters 3 and 7) suggested strong relations in local communities,
connected across places by interest-based interactions. Through social media
activists bridged communities strongly embedded in the local milieus of hubs
like Los Angeles, Washington, D.C. New York City, and Chicago. This confirms
what we would expect from digitally-enabled scaling: allowing local activists to
transcend their locales through social media to build grassroots movements. Thus,
social media played a key role in the formation and trajectory of both movements
and the relational structures at their roots.
Counter-movements present an intriguing exception to the role of social
media in digitally-enabled scaling, as detailed in Chapter 6. Mediatized conflicts
proliferate on social media, with different sides seeking to shape public debate
by valorizing the affordances of social media. Characterized as the alt-right,
certain opponents who are not territorially embedded, but from many dispersed
locations, occasionally focus intense but brief attention on #blacklivesmatter.
They do not rely on community structures for scaling up. Paradoxically, their
pervasive individualization can be conducive to coordination, allowing activity
to cascade through aggregated crowds without the structural bottlenecks typical
of community-based relational structures. Thus, while the affordances of social
media are leveraged by both supporters and opponents of progressive movements,
contrary to utopian visions of technology-enabled decentralization (Nagle, 2017,
p. 3), individual agents may be better positioned than communities to derive
scaling benefits from social media.
Having described the structure of online connections, I sought to better
understand how they function in the scaling up of movements. It is one thing
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to know that there are connections between people in Ferguson, Missouri and
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, it is another thing to understand if social media allows
a person to feel connected to a local protest. If networks scale up as a result of
sharing “outrage and hope” (Castells, 2012), how are such emotions mediated
on social media (cf. Bail, 2016; Goodwin et al., 2009; Jasper, 2014; Tufekci, 2017,
p. 111)? Drawing on interaction ritual theory to understand scaling in terms
of emotions (Collins, 2001, 2004, 2011), I found that emotions are mediated
online as four types of interaction rituals, and that each is rooted in a distinct
geography. Embodied rituals (direct action and social gatherings) take place in
specific locations: respectively the arenas and milieus of a movement, whereas
other rituals do not rely on physical co-presence (meme and lifestyle related).
This typology helps to understand how different configurations of ritual aspects
facilitate different kinds of engagement with online social movement in an online
context. Again, we see the crucial importance of local activist scenes to grassroots
movements: contentious actions and social events take place in arenas and milieus
that provide the setting and infrastructure for the sorts of relations that sustain
social movements. These are the locations where local groups develop strong ties,
accounting for a large share of social media traffic. However, digital networking
allows people who are not direct participants to tune in to personal experiences
of such settings, for instance, by viewing friends in photos during a rally on the
National Mall in Washington D.C. This makes group boundaries ambiguous
among the various and overlapping audiences with which we deal on social media.
If such rituals are still marked by physical co-presence in the first order, social
media allow for engagement without physical presence in subsequent higherorder rituals online.
This project also illustrates how online relational structures shaped, and
were shaped in, the context of the development of a national immigrant rights
movement. For instance, as remarkable as the use of social media was for the
impressive trajectory of Dreamers, social media alone does not sufficiently
explain their rise to national prominence. Crucial changes occurred not only in
their adoption of social media –digitally networked immigration advocacy was
nothing new- but in the configuration of broader relational patterns. Dreamers
had to contend with minimal resources, operate in a fragmented field, and face
adversity both from regulatory agencies and organizations competing for the
same resources (cf. Duyvendak and Jasper, 2015b; Nicholls, 2013). The digitallyenabled scaling processes described were by no means spontaneous. In Chapter
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4, their rise in consecutive reconfigurations is contextualized in the broader field
of immigrant rights struggles. While social media facilitated networking and
allowing the diffusion of frames, context allows us to understand this process
better. For instance, the mobilization of resources, a long-standing tenet of social
movement literature, remained indispensable for the immigrant rights movement.
From primarily local struggles in the 1990s, it evolved into a coherent national
movement in the decades that followed. Against this background, I demonstrated
how the field needed to be reconfigured at the national level by resource-rich
national organizations for the Dreamers to gain access to power. Otherwise limited
to the local arenas where their closest relations and constituencies were based, it
took, among other things, substantial resources concentrated in national advocacy
organizations to develop a durable infrastructure from which the Dreamers could
benefit (Clark and Heath, 2015; Davies and Featherstone, 2013; Kohl-Arenas,
2016; Nicholls and Uitermark, 2017). Not only did their rise require resources, this
scaling relied on strong relations developed over time and steadfast accumulation
of discursive resources (Fiorito and Nicholls, 2016; Gnes, 2018; Nicholls et al.,
2019). As a subgroup, Dreamers leveraged digital media to mobilize around a
shared identity. While benefiting them as a group (and specific individuals) in
terms of prominence and capacity, this reconfiguration of the field also incurred
burdens on themselves and others.

Leadership in Digitally Networked Movements
With regards to leadership, I argue how its development online reproduces
traditional conflicts while introducing new inequalities. Because social media
users are part of communities, digital networking plays into the dynamics of
social movement leadership in both expected and unexpected ways. Particular
perspectives on leadership are rooted in the traditions and practices of those
particular communities. Digitally networked leadership affords new ways to
connect communities, while (re)producing existing conflict and inequalities. My
work contributes to the literature on social media and social movement leadership
by expanding on how leadership on social media develops in terms of relational
structures. I show in detail how leadership in networks develops structurally over
time (Chapters 7 and 9), but also explore how these structures shape and are shaped
by perspectives on leadership (Chapter 4 and 10), as well as the burdens incurred
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by prominence on social media (Chapters 8 and 10). These findings indicate how
much, and how little, social media have changed the role of leadership in the
development of social movements.

Theories About Leadership in Digitally Networked Movements
Scholars, activists, and pundits suggest that digital networking affords powerful
new means for fulfilling leadership roles. Social media take center stage in the rise
of leaders in the general news, from politicians (Cogburn and Espinoza-Vasquez,
2011; Foley, 2015; Harfoush, 2009), to sports heroes (Harwitt, 2017; Hoffman and
Minsberg, 1980), to artists and other celebrities (Hargittai and Litt, 2011; Marwick,
2015; van de Rijt et al., 2013). Specifically, the development social movements
may also benefit from well-known leaders who are adept at using social media
to connect with others. Leaders play a key role in scaling up movements, because
they are rooted in communities. This is what Black Lives Matter activists invoke
with the concept of a ‘leaderful movement.’ Rather than deferring to hierarchical
leadership structures, they argue for distributed, community-based leadership
across diverse groups of movement participants (cf. Raelin, 2003, 2005; Wood
and Ladkin, 2008). Not only have social media drastically altered ways of creating
and reaching audiences, the technology may create new ways of organizing social
movements, by reinvigorating aspirations of egalitarian forms of leadership in
social movements (Freeman, 1973; Nepstad and Bob, 2006; Nunes, 2013; Poell
et al., 2016; Polletta, 2002; Tufekci, 2014b, p. 13). Empirical research in recent
years has routinely established that prominent individuals on social media play
a critical role in waves of contention (Breuer et al., 2015; Lim, 2012; Lotan et al.,
2011; Tufekci, 2017).
In terms of networks, social media may allow leaders to reach otherwise
unconnected network communities (Diani, 2003; González-Bailón and Wang,
2015; Milan, 2015a; Theocharis, 2013). This is what Tarrow and McAdam call
brokering, connecting local groups to other, previously unconnected groups
elsewhere, in ways that resonate with the norms, values, and goals of the various
groups, thus helping to expand and strengthen networks (Burt, 2004; Granovetter,
1973; Keuchenius, Törnberg, and Uitermark, 2017; Tarrow and McAdam, 2005).
For social movements, it allows for horizontal forms of leadership between the
communities of which leaders are part (see also Castells, 2012; Juris, 2005b;
Tufekci, 2017). These leaders represent groups that afford them authority, and
from whom they derive legitimacy (Payne, 1995), helping them to align goals,
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repertoires and different kinds of (economic, symbolic, discursive) capital. This
allows them to transcend parochialism, aligning and coordinating with others
across geographical, sectoral, and ideological differences. Typically, these are
community-based leaders with many acquaintances elsewhere, who are also
members of national organizations.

Contributions of This Study to Theories About Leadership in Digitally
Networked Movements
Among Dreamers, there are powerful examples of digitally enabled leadership.
Having developed strong local bases of support and a strategy for securing local
policy wins, they connected a broad coalition in a bid to influence national policies.
The digital networking efforts of the #not1more campaign were essential to this.
Digital networks facilitated collaborations covering a broad repertoire (from sitins, rallies and hunger strikes to an ‘Undocubus’ and musical performances); they
developed frames and messages; and diffused their message among allies across
the country. These leaders, in other words, derived (discursive) power from the
relational structures in which they are situated (Berbers, Uitermark, Traag, and
d’Haenens, 2019; Hajer and Versteeg, 2005; Uitermark, 2012). Thus, connective
leadership on social media was instrumental to scaling up the movement (Araujo
et al., 2017; Boler, Macdonald, Nitsou, and Harris, 2014; Tarrow, 2014).
Communities provide the conditions that allow leaders to become eminent.
This is why digital networking alone cannot suffice as an explanation for the rise
and sustained energy of leaders in the movements I studied. The position of those
select few leaders who do manage to consolidate their fame developed in ways
that contradict accounts of overnight success. Leaders in the immigrant rights
movement and Black Lives Matter did not become famous only because of social
media. Chapters 4 and 10 serve as contextualization of the tireless organizing and
networking necessary for gaining and maintaining attention on social media,
emphasizing how leaders’ positions developed in concert with their experiences.
For instance, in Chapter 10, traditional understandings of community organizing
are juxtaposed with “viral” notions of online leadership. In this account, I detail the
persistent efforts that precede the emergence of the hashtag #blacklivesmatter. One
perspective emphasizes the importance of grassroots organizing, complemented
by social media as communication tools. From this perspective, it is no coincidence
that Cullors, Garza and Tometi, who succeeded in catalyzing the Movement for
Black Lives when they did, brought to bear years of activist networking and hard-
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won experience as community organizers. The other perspective emphasizes new
networking possibilities offered by social media, suggesting that it enables new
forms of leadership. The rise of Johnetta Elzie and DeRay Mckesson are exceptional
examples, but I demonstrate in Chapter 10 that it cannot be said that fame came
easily to them: they networked tirelessly on the ground as well as online. These
findings reaffirm the salience of experience and strong, locally rooted networks for
the development of the Movement for Black Lives, even with the available digital
tools.
These digital networks simultaneously (re)produce inequalities. For instance,
not everyone can rise to prominence: In a limited attention space, a limited
number of people can gain prominence (Collins, 2001; Gamson and Wolfsfeld,
1993; Koopmans, 2004a). The same holds for the limited attention space of social
media (Tufekci, 2013). As a result, a select few leaders receive disproportionate
shares of attention, as shown in Chapters 3 and 10. This is a common finding in
social media networks, as well as for media celebrity (Marshall, 2014; van de Rijt et
al., 2013), and many kinds of networks more generally (Barabasi and Albert, 1999;
Clauset et al., 2009; Newman, 2005). Contrary to what the literature on online
leadership has thus far emphasized however, the measure of this unevenness
fluctuates significantly on a day-to-day basis. Only a select few leaders manage
to solidify their fame: roughly 99% of the leadership online changes on a daily
basis. In terms of consolidation, the leadership of #blacklivesmatter is consistently
diverse with new voices regularly coming to the fore. While we find degrees of
leadership concentration in digitally networked movements, there is very limited
consolidation of such prominence in the highly contentious attention space of
Twitter.
Leadership online also incurs heavy burdens. It comes at a price. In interviews,
high-profile activists emphasized that they commonly faced backlash from both
opponents (as expected), as well as other supporters of the movement (often
unexpected). While factional struggles within social movements are nothing new,
social media increases the salience of internal divides, as well as that of support
bases. Social media’s affordance of visibility not only allows people to reach diverse
audiences, it also contributes to controversies. The backlash for perceived missteps
in the public eye can be brutally overwhelming, making those in leadership
positions increasingly vulnerable (cf. Clark-Parsons, 2018). In Chapter 8, this
dynamic is explained in terms of distinction and solidarity (Bourdieu, 1984). The
notion of cleft habitus (habitus clivé) captures well how Dreamers balanced their
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distinction as ‘privileged’ with solidarities among their larger group: a disjunction
between the primary habitus (i.e., the embodied dispositions and schemes of
perception developed early in life) and the secondary habitus required in a new
field (Bourdieu 1984; Friedman 2016; cf. Du Bois 1903). Drawing on Bourdieu
allowed for an examination of leadership dynamics that entailed conceptualizing
movements as fields of struggle and contested power (Bourdieu, 1991; Uitermark,
2010). For the leaders among the Dreamers, prominence on social media
confronted them with a paradoxical challenge.
The very affordances of digitally networked visibility that facilitated the rise
of Dreamers simultaneously underlined ambiguous group boundaries within
the movement, generating conflictual dynamics (cf. Boy and Uitermark, 2019).
Because anything we post on social media is visible to multiple audiences (e.g.,
friends, colleagues, parents, adversaries), we have to consider how that single
message addresses the different meanings those audiences might assign: a
“collapse of context” (boyd, 2014; cf. Meyrowitz, 1987). The Dreamers, benefiting
from social media to call attention to themselves as a distinct subgroup marked
as well-adjusted (and thus deserving), simultaneously set them apart from the
local communities out of which they had emerged. The framing of one group as
“more deserving” publicly demarcated boundaries between subgroups, generating
conflict inside the movement (Bourdieu, 1984; Lamont and Molnár, 2002). The
Dreamers’ position came at a price: the act of connecting different communities
led those communities to question the Dreamers’ allegiances. In response, at the
height of their prominence, the Dreamers sought to reaffirm their solidarities
with groups with little symbolic capital, such as day laborers. Thus, these findings
show how relational structures of online leadership both shape and are shaped by
conflictual dynamics.
This study illustrates how the affordances of social media (re)produce
inequalities that exist in the communities in which digital networks are embedded.
The accessibility of deliberative spaces on social media may undermine the
egalitarian ethos of progressive social movements (as well as the early internet),
that was intended to create spaces for deliberation. To be clear, I do not suggest
that grassroots movements or communication technology are new, rather that
fragmentation is increasingly visible on social media. Visibility on social media,
for instance, allows leaders to foster solidarity between diverse communities, while
their position simultaneously accentuates boundaries between communities. As
leaders gain distinction on social media and profit from it politically, they may
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become distanced from the very communities that they have connected and
which are less inclined to, adept at, or capable of leveraging the affordances of
digital networking to gain prominence. The increased salience of boundaries
between different groups on social media forces those who might broker between
fragmented communities to speak to multiple publics simultaneously (Boyd,
2010), which often (but for exceptional cases) diminishes their authority among
those very publics. Thus, context collapse, in combination with limited attention
spaces and network dynamics such as tendencies towards the concentration of
prominence, exacerbates a classic problem of social movements: reliance on a
limited number of highly visible leaders.
The burdens of connective leadership bring to mind the double consciousness
involved in having to contend with two conflicting worlds (Du Bois 1903). In
social media’s hyper-connectivity we contend with a multitude of conflicting
views, forced to look on ourselves through the eyes of varied audiences in different
locations (cf. Johnson, 2018). If viewing oneself through the other’s eyes allows for
a “redoubling” of our comprehension of the complexities of “this American world”
(Du Bois 1903: xiv), perhaps the context collapse of hyper-connectivity allows for
even deeper comprehension. But, we must consider the possibility that it further
reinforces alienation, measuring “one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in
amused contempt and pity” (Du Bois 1903:8).

Methodological Contribution and Limitations
Computational methods promise a solid base for analyzing social media
networks, providing unprecedented means for studying social movements. But the
implementation of these methods raise technical and epistemological challenges.
It is hard to keep track of interactions on social media, even with computational
methods. This is why a relational understanding of social movements is at the
heart of this research project. Relational approaches propose that networks shape,
and are shaped by, the way people make sense of the world (Crossley 2015; Diani
and McAdam 2003; Emirbayer; 1997; Fligstein and McAdam 2012; Lind and
Stepan-Norris 2011; Uitermark, 2010). On the one hand, relational structures
are best studied using network analysis, and combining this with digital data and
computational methods is particularly powerful. Important work is being done
to advance computational analysis on the frontiers of social movements studies,
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allowing us to map millions of relations in time and space (Borge-Holthoefer et al.,
2014; Conover, Davis, et al., 2013; González-Bailón and Wang, 2015). On the other
hand, relational dynamics are best understood in context of qualitative inquiry,
that can develop a sense of the meanings and practices that bind and divide
communities. A combination of these advantages allows us to map relational
structures and better understand the communities in which the developmental
dynamics of digital networks are rooted. This research project proposes an
integration of computational methods and qualitative inquiry to compound said
analytical benefits in innovative ways, while introducing limitations, as well as
avenues for further work, which are outlined in the following sections.
Although computational methods shed new light on the relational
dynamics of social movements, they simultaneously introduce new technical
and epistemological challenges. The explorative design of this study allowed
for the development of a relational approach that draws on computational
methods combined with qualitative inquiry. This entailed an iterative process of
exploring patterns in digital networks, interviewing respondents and making field
observations, and subsequently adapting the computational methods to better
serve the data.
Computational methods are a useful tool in unpacking the relational
dynamics of social movements because they draw upon large scale longitudinal
datasets and network analysis. Describing, for instance, the scale-free nature of
the 15M social movement, Borge-Holthoefer et al. pioneer the application of
power law measures to online social media protest data (Borge-Holthoefer et al.,
2011). González-Bailón et al. uncover the various roles involved in the diffusion
of information related to network structure in the indignados movement on
Twitter (González-Bailón et al., 2013). Similarly, Tremayne employs network
measures on Twitter data to examine centrality in relation to frame diffusion in
the Occupy Wall Street movement (Tremayne, 2014), while other studies focus
on examining the geospatial characteristics of these networks (Borge-Holthoefer
et al., 2014; Conover, Davis, et al., 2013). What these studies demonstrate is that
the combination of computational methods and digital data yields powerful
approaches for examining the relational dynamics at the heart of social movement
development in unprecedented ways.
I sought to advance these methods by integrating structural analysis with
qualitative inquiry. For instance, computational analysis allowed me to examine
the network centrality of leaders, but it did not allow me to understand how these
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leaders are rooted in the traditions and practices of the communities to which they
are central. I therefore selected interview respondents on the basis of their network
centrality, and gave them the opportunity to reflect on their structural positions
within their networks This, in turn, was essential to interpreting subsequent
computational analyses, for instance, in the task of differentiating supporters
from opponents. When not initially clear from network patterns, interviews and
content analysis made apparent the urgent need to account for the nefarious
opposition constituting substantial parts of the network. Computational measures
of that activity subsequently informed qualitative engagement with opponents to
understand how they leveraged social media in their daily lives.
Through this iterative design, my approach calls attention to the conflictual
dynamics introduced by digital networking, bringing into clear focus the
ambiguity and contradictions inherent to social movement networks (cf. Hajer
and Versteeg, 2005). Recent scholarship has been gradually veering away from
essentialist conceptualizations of social movements (Diani and McAdam, 2003;
Duyvendak and Jasper, 2015a; Uitermark, 2013, 2017); a shift further spurred
on by methodological advances, notably by network analysis. Moving away
from static explanations of movements requires us to contend with messy
developmental patterns that may make movements seem contradictory (Beraldo,
2017; Goldstone, 2015). Digital networking and its empirical traces bring into
sharper focus what ties different people together into social movements. We
know what the networked grassroots look like structurally: tight groups of strong
relations and loosely coupled links between those groups (Burt, 2004; Granovetter,
1973; Nicholls et al., 2016). The relations within these groups are affirmed by what
could be mistaken as the mundane facts of life: having dinner together, enjoying
art shows, or a shared interest in a music genre. Instagram serves as a reminder
that so much of the social movement experience takes place in our everyday lives
(Crossley, 2017; Duyvendak, 2011; Hanisch, 2000; Taylor and Whittier, 1992).
By contrast, static abstractions of networks make ambiguous and fluid group
boundaries appear contradictory.
Indeed, computational methods come with limitations, and it is not without
irony that new black boxes are introduced by the very tools that help to unpack the
relational dynamics of digital networking. Chapter 11 discusses these limitations
in detail. On the one hand, it is now feasible to chart with precision how (and
where) people interact topically concerning a social movement – albeit biased
in specific ways (González-Bailón, Wang, Rivero, et al., 2014; Milan, 2015b;
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Tufekci, 2014a). For instance, employing network analysis, we can model what
kind of relations are likely to develop, or measure prominence and examine how
it develops from among millions of social media users. On the other hand, the
convenience of these tools belies technical challenges that warrant a closer look
in their own right. Technically, these tools commonly rely on algorithms based on
assumptions, such as the Riemann zeta function, that are opaque to the researcher.
Moreover, commonly designed to generate results easily –an important reason
catalyzing their widespread adoption- the underlying processes are resistant to
error checking, while susceptible to misapplication and abuse.
To address those challenges, this study contributes new conceptualizations
and operationalization of network measures, advancing sociologically relevant and
empirically grounded mixed-method approaches that will be valuable for future
research on how social media interact with the development of social movements. I
sought to examine the computational methods for blind spots that they create, and
to use them in tandem with qualitative research so that each informs the other. This
relational approach accounts for the development of relational structures situated
in social contexts, while advancing reliable and accurate algorithmic automation
(cf. Bail, 2014). Further refinement of this relational approach can account for
other patterns in large-scale digitally networked movements over time, while
allowing for the meaningful incorporation of ambiguity. With modification, this
approach could also be used to study other digitally networked movements. While
the relevance of Twitter and Instagram may diminish over time, it seems reasonable
to expect that social media will continue to play a role in the development of social
movements for the foreseeable future.
In short, this project shows how social media (re)produce already existing
relational dynamics in social movements, while simultaneously providing a
window into understanding how these dynamics function. Scaling and leadership
are core dynamics of social movement development. Social media provide activists
with new opportunities for engaging a wide variety of dispersed and otherwise
unconnected communities in their movements. Forging such networked collectives
is challenging, but both cases in this study provide numerous examples of how
activists succeed in doing so. Empirical analysis, drawing upon computational
and qualitative analysis, highlights how activists’ individual efforts are embedded
in relational structures and broader political and institutional settings. Those
relationships are strongly rooted in specific communities, which become connected
as networks through the relational dynamics of scaling up and leadership, which
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are consistently core dynamics in the development of social movements. Those
relational dynamics, however, do not inherently (re)produce egalitarian outcomes,
and contrary to popular understandings, are just as likely to increase as to decrease
inherent social tendencies for inequalities and conflict.
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ACRONYMS

List of Acronyms
Acronym
A4C
ACLU
AFB
AIC
AILA
AV

Full name
Alliance for Citizenship
American Civil Liberties Union
American Farm Bureau
American Immigration Council
American Immigration Lawyers Association
America’s Voice

BAJI
BAN
BN
BLM
BOLD
BPP
BYP100
CAP
CARACEN
CASA

Black Alliance for Just Immigration
Border Action Network
Border Network
The Black Lives Matter Global Network
Black Organizing for Leadership and Dignity
Black Panther Party
Black Youth Project 100
Center for American Progress
Central American Resource Center
CASA de Maryland

CCC
CCJ
CHIRLA
CIRC
CSS
DACA
DREAM
FIC
FIRM
FIRR
FWJ
HIJC
ICE
ICIRR
ILCBC
IRNI
ILCM

Center for Community Change
Concerned Citizens for Justice
Center for Humane Immigrant Rights of Los Angeles
Colorado Immigrant Rights Coalition
Computational Social Science
Deferred Action of Childhood Arrivals
cf. Development, Relief, and Education for Alien Minors Act
Florida Immigrant Coalition
Fair Immigration Reform Movement
Florence Immigrant and Refugee Rights
Farm Worker Justice
Hawaii Immigrant Justice Center
US Immigration and Customs Enforcement
Illinois Coalition of Immigrant and Refugee Rights
Immigrant Legal Center of Boulder County
Immigrant Rights Network of Iowa
Immigrant Law Center of Minnesota
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ACRONYMS

IOC
M4BL
MALDEF
MICAP
MIRA
MIFN
MORE
MPI
NAACP
NAL
NALEO
NBIRC
NCIC
NCJIC
NCLR
NRIS
NDLON
NGA
NIF
NILC
NJIPN
NOW
NYIC
OSF
PRWORA
Puente
RIFA
RMIAN
SCLC
SEIU
SLVIR
SMO
SPLC
TIRRC
UFW

Immigrant Organizing Committee
Movement for Black Lives
Mexican American Legal Defense and Education Fund
Migrant and Immigrant Community Action Project
Massachusetts Immigrant and Refugee Advocacy Coalition Inc
Minnesota Immigrant Freedom Network
Missourians Organizing for Reform and Empowerment
Migration Policy Institute
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People
New American Leadership
National Association of Latino Elected and Appointed Officials
Educational Fund
New Bridges Immigrant Resource Center
National Capital Immigration Coalition
National Campaign for Jobs and Income Support
National Council of La Raza
Northwest Refugee and Immigrant Services
National Day Labor Organizing Network
National Guestworker Alliance
National Immigration Forum
National Immigration Law Center
New Jersey Immigration Policy Network
National Organization for Women
The New York Immigration Coalition
Open Society Foundation
Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act
Puente Human Rights Movement
Reform Immigration for America
Rocky Mountain Immigrant Advocacy Network
Southern Christian Leadership Conference
Service Employee International Union
San Luis Valley Immigrant Resource
Social Movement Organization
Southern Poverty Law Center
Tennessee Immigrant and Refugee Rights Coalition
United Farm Workers
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ACRONYMS

UWD
VdlF
Tonatierra

United We Dream
Voces de La Frontera
Tonatierra Community Development Institute
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SUMMARY

Summary
The advent of social media heralded great promises for social movements. First,
social movements would be emancipated from the confines of geography. Since
disparate activists can now communicate directly, protest can spread and scale
quickly. Second, since social media allow activists to build horizontal networks,
they would no longer rely on organizations and their leaders to organize
mobilizations, opening up the possibility for more egalitarian social movements.
This book develops a unique approach to provide nuanced answers to both these
assertions. Using new data sources and computational techniques, it addresses
long-standing questions about how movements grow and develop leadership.
Central to the approach are movements’ “relational dynamics”: the way relations
are structured between activists over time and across space. Using a combination
of computational, qualitative, and geographical analyses, the book shows that
online activism is still firmly rooted in place and relies on leadership. But it also
shows that the role of space and leadership has transformed in important ways,
allowing more room for activists who were previously on the margin.
Thus, social media (re)produce inequalities in social movements, while
simultaneously providing new means of analyzing relational dynamics. Contrary
to popular understanding, these do not inherently produce egalitarian outcomes,
and are just as likely to increase rather than decrease tendencies towards
inequalities and conflict.
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NEDERLANDSE SAMENVATTING

Nederlandse Samenvatting
Wat is de rol van sociale media in de ontwikkeling van sociale bewegingen?
Sociale media en protest lijken tegenwoordig onlosmakelijk met elkaar
verbonden. De verwachting was dat sociale bewegingen minder beperkt zouden
zijn door lokale omstandigheden, omdat activisten verspreid over diverse
locaties eenvoudig kunnen mobiliseren via sociale media. Daarnaast bestond de
hoop dat sociale bewegingen minder afhankelijk zouden zijn van hierarchische
organisatiestructuren en leiderschap, doordat activisten, in theorie, onderling
egalitaire horizontale netwerken kunnen vormen via sociale media.
Dit proefschrift ontwikkelt een unieke relationele benadering om die
verwachtingen te onderzoeken. Een innovatieve combinatie van kwalitatieve
bronnen, geografische analyses, en digitale methoden, maakt het mogelijk om
de structuur van netwerken over lange periodes en in diverse locaties in kaart te
brengen. Dit geeft aanleiding om bestaande inzichten over de verspreiding van
protest en leiderschap te heroverwegen.
Uit dit onderzoek blijkt enerzijds hoe het belang van plaats en leiderschap is
veranderd door sociale media. Zo zijn er bijvoorbeeld nieuwe mogelijkheden voor
het overdragen van emoties, en zijn activisten die voorheen gemarginaliseerd
bleven zichtbaarder geworden. Anderzijds blijkt uit dit onderzoek hoe digitale
protestnetwerken geworteld zijn in zogenaamde ‘grassroots’. Leiderschap en de
verspreiding van protest blijven daarmee afhankelijk van lokale gemeenschappen.
Deze bevindingen benadrukken dat door sociale media zowel overeenkomsten
als tegenstelllingen in gemeenschappen zichtbaarder worden. Bovendien bieden
sociale media veelbelovende mogelijkheden om onderzoek te doen naar sociale
bewegingen, maar worden daarmee ook onvermoede nieuwe vormen van
analytische onzekerheid geïntroduceerd die nadere aandacht eisen. In tegenstelling
tot gangbare verwachtingen moeten we daarom rekening houden met de manieren
waarop sociale media bijdraagt aan ongelijkheid en conflict in sociale bewegingen.
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Digitally Networked Grassroots

"The advent of social media heralded great promises for social movements. First, social movements would be
emancipated from the confines of geography. Since disparate activists can now communicate directly, protest
can spread and scale quickly. Second, since social media allow activists to build horizontal networks, they would
no longer rely on organizations and their leaders to organize mobilizations, opening up the possibility for more
egalitarian social movements.
This book develops a unique approach to provide nuanced answers to both these assertions. Using new data
sources and computational techniques, it addresses long-standing questions about how movements grow
and develop leadership. Central to the approach are movements’ “relational dynamics”: the way relations are
structured between activists over time and across space. Using a combination of computational, qualitative, and
geographical analyses, the book shows that online activism is still firmly rooted in place and relies on leadership.
But it also shows that the role of space and leadership has transformed in important ways, allowing more room
for activists who were previously on the margin.
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Thus, social media (re)produce inequalities in social movements, while simultaneously providing new means of
analyzing relational dynamics. Contrary to popular understanding, these do not inherently produce egalitarian
outcomes, and are just as likely to increase rather than decrease tendencies towards inequalities and conflict."
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