




21  

empower common citizens. 
31

  

The media tactics employed during the Cuban Revolution led by Fidel Castro and his 

supporters contributed to the downfall of Fulgencio Batista y Zaldivar’s government in 1959 and 

the rise of Castro’s government. The rebels were able to overthrow the government by clearly 

communicating their message and image to supporters, through workers unions, university 

student groups, small clandestine organizations, the radio, propaganda art, and strong leaders 

supporting the underground network.  
32

 Workers Unions and students were an organized and 

powerful source of communications for the communist revolution. In the 1930s the communist 

party in Cuba grew to be one of the largest in Latin America with a significant base of Cuban 

workers. The National Confederation of Cuban Workers (CNOC) threw its support behind the 

communist movement. CNOC was a powerful network and was able to organize hundreds of 

labor strikes. 
33

 The Federation of University Students (FEU) played an important role in 

spreading the message and information to young people. They were led by Jose Antonio 

Echeverria, who would speak on anti-imperialism, and critique the batistazo (supporters of the 
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Cuban President) to crowds of students, many of whom became supporters of the movement.
34

 

  The leaders of the revolution took on almost a mythical persona, based on posters and 

heroic stories of the Castro brothers and Ernesto “Che” Guevara de la Serna. 
35

The posters were 

an effective means of communication reaching a large audience in Cuba because of the island’s 

small size.  They were hung in union halls, community centers, schools, and private residences.
36

 

The leaders were portrayed as fighting for the common worker and for a solution to years of 

oppression. These images gave the organization a symbol of a new government worth joining 

and fighting for. 

Fidel Castro recruited and organized clandestine groups for the movement, 160 rebels 

were captured, tortured, and murdered by the Batista government.  However, these government 

actions did not stop the rebels, instead it drove them to keep fighting. In jail Castro and his 

fellow supporters continued to organize and plan.
37

 After Fidel Castro’s release from jail and 

departure for Mexico local worker unions (such as sugar workers) continued to organize and 
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protest the current government despite Batista’s 1952 outlawing of the Communist party.
38

 

During the 1950s in Cuba the primary source of information on the revolution was radio. 

The rebels spread information about their underground movement through a station called Radio 

Rebelde. The station often broadcast the latest crimes of the Batista government, first hand 

stories of battles against the Batista army, statements by the rebel leaders, and other general 

information for activists involved in the movement.
39

  Fidel Castro recalled the importance of the 

station to the movement: “Radio Rebelde truly became our means of mass communication, to 

talk to the people, and it became a much listened to station. It was crucial for disseminating 

military information and played a key role throughout the war.”
40

 

In Mexico, the Zapatista Army of National Liberation, known as the Zapatistas were the 

first group to use the internet as a platform for activism and social change. The Zapatistas were 

formed by a group of indigenous people from the Mexican state of Chiapas in reaction to the 

government taking their lands and natural resources as well as to their forced migration, and 

economic policies that devastated their livelihoods and way of life (The North American Free 
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Trade Agreement negotiated around that time was seen as harming the area’s corn market).
41

  

The organization became official after NAFTA went into effect (January 1, 1994), with the 

organization declaring war on the Mexican government and demanding full autonomy.
42

  The 

campaign began with physical force when in January 1994, 124 Zapatistas and 50 government 

officials  clashed and died, but when the fighting stopped, the Zapatistas continued the 

movement online.
43

  Focusing more on civil society than arms proved to be more productive for 

the campaign as it gained support through the internet. 
44

 

 The movement’s online presence started with a simple website designed by a graduate 

student at Swarthmore College, but within a short span of time the Zapatista movement grew into 

many easily accessible websites sharing large amounts of information.
45

 The Zapatista 
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movement created email lists, webgroups, and a personal blog written by the leader, 

Subcommander Marcos, on their websites to raise funds and draw attention. The EZLN 

(Zapatista Army of National Liberation) utilized imagery for their promotional materials. They 

effectively branded the campaign in order to generate recognition and a following. People came 

to associate the movement with the leader’s image wearing military garb, a black balaclava and 

corncob pipe.
46

  Hundreds of Zapatista authors posted online, and organized virtual “sit-ins,” but 

the movement was not strictly limited to interactive online content. The Zapatistas combined 

virtual and traditional “in person” strategies such as demonstrations, conventions, and national 

and international gatherings, but the events were organized online to gain a greater attendance 

and press. 
47

 The Zapatistas’ internet campaign led journalists to come to the region to cover the 

movement’s progress. Interviews with comandantes grew to the hundreds.
48

  They were then 

covered on a variety of media sources including newspapers, magazines, radio, and tv.  

Additionally, human rights activists and celebrity endorsements drew attention to the campaign. 
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The government found that silencing the group had become nearly impossible when they had the 

support of NGOs and international media attention.                                                                             

  In an ironic twist, the globalization (that is in part due to technology) the Zapatistas 

movement fought against is also what brought their movement to the forefront. The Zapatistas 

opened a new forum for social movements by utilizing the internet as a platform to voice their 

concerns. The result of their efforts online gained them widespread international recognition by 

NGOs, the press, and the international community. The campaign’s main purpose from its 

founding to today has been to empower the indigenous Chiapas. Although the campaign has not 

resulted in the Zapatista’s full autonomy and a change in the Mexican constitution, they have 

gained rights and credibility from the national government, support from many leading NGOs, 

and the establishment of government sponsored programs to aid poverty (such as the 

“Opportunidades” and “Puebla-Panama Plan”) . 
49

  

As had happened with changes in print, the new media created a new forum for the 

general public to find information, and even a virtual place to gather. New social media, unlike 

traditional forms of media, is fast and is less risky than physically speaking in opposition. The 

safety of a blog or twitter post makes it easier for anyone to voice openness against his or her 
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government instead of hiding in fear.  

  When speaking to the United States General Assembly in 1988 as the Soviet Union was 

collapsing, the former leader of the Soviet Union, Mikhail Gorbachev said that he believed that 

advances in communications technology left no society closed.
50

  The world today has become 

inter-connected. The internet has become an important source for business and communication 

worldwide.  For countries to grow and prosper they must work with other nations. 

Communication via the internet has become vital for business, governments, nongovernmental 

organizations, and citizens. This interdependent and connected world is often referenced as a 

product of globalization. Globalization “refers both to the compression of the world and 

intensification of consciousness of the world as a whole.”
51

 

The pressure of globalization and need for new media technology have opened countries 

to each other.  From the 1990s the internet grew from millions to billions, and today one in four 

people worldwide use social media.
52

 Many governments have praised the new forms of 
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communication as a right guaranteed through freedom of speech; for example, the UK has 

utilized Facebook to increase citizen participation and to improve social services. 
53

 However, 

some non-democratic governments fear the new public sphere of social media,  and these nations 

have tried to control the internet and/or fill it with government propaganda.  For example, Turkey 

has proposed in 2014 internet censorship laws, which are an official way of preventing uprisings 

similar to the Arab Spring.
54

 Officials in Turkey have reasons to worry about social media and 

the security of the government. Turkey has experienced opposition protests against Prime 

Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan, and these protests have been heavily supported via social 

media.
55

 The research company eMarketer notes that Turkey has the highest Twitter 

penetration in the world.
56

  Turkey’s proposed new internet laws would put their internet 

regulations on an equal footing with countries that already practice heavy censorship such as Iran 

and China. The proposed bill grants Turkey’s telecommunications authority (TIB), the authority 
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to “block any website without first seeking a court ruling. It also allows TIB arbitrarily to efface 

‘offensive’ content without users being any the wiser. And it obliges internet-service providers to 

store all data on web users’ activities for two years and to give their profiles to the authorities on 

demand.”
57

  Regulated social media may not prove to be helpful to Turkey’s government. In 

many cases taking away previously granted rights tends to anger citizens. 

Iran’s new president Hassan Rouhani promised the opening of social media on taking 

office, and his foreign minister  engages in debates via twitter and Facebook on the government’s 

behalf.  However, the policy of officially opening social sites to the general public has not lasted 

longer than a day as of November 2014: the government opened social media to everyone for a 

day long test.
58

 The Iranian news media has supported the government’s censorship by pointing 

to the effects on citizens’ privacy, and has noted that the government is protecting the public 

from social corruption.
59

 However, the fear of social corruption has not been strong enough to 

keep people away from social media. 

Today’s new media technology, while regulated in many nations, has been difficult for 
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governments to fully censor. Iran has long been regulating the internet; however the number of 

users has continued to grow. In 2000 less than 1 million used the internet, but this number grew 

to 23 million by 2008 with 60,000 blogs written in Persian.
60

 These numbers continue to expand 

despite government control. Governments with heavy censorship of new media make it difficult 

for citizens to find reliable information online, but people keep finding new ways to bypass the 

government, even if it is only a temporary solution. Social media sites may be shut down in one 

nation, but that does not stop a video or image caught on a smartphone from being shared via 

social media from a neighboring country. Additionally, new smart phone apps for sharing, and 

the speed at which things can be placed on the internet through multiple social outlets make it 

very difficult to completely monitor all material that has been placed on the web by citizens. 
61

 

New media is becoming more accessible daily around the world, creating the new public 

sphere. Today’s new public sphere has the ability to create a demand for more democratic 

liberties. Public spheres foster an environment that allows for critical reasoning which has 

historically been necessary for democratic revolutions. Research on revolutions and 
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breakthroughs in communication have shown a positive correlation between the two. 
62

 

Authoritarian governements are fearful of new media technology for this reason, and continue to 

try to control information.  

As I have said before, the world is becoming increasingly interconnected. The shared 

problems of the world such as pollution, terrorism, disease, and cyber warfare are forcing nations 

to not remain closed, but to join the world stage.  New social media has given disenfranchised 

populations a platform to reach governments that otherwise would not listen. In a globalized 

world with an ever-expanding global public sphere, social media has now become a necessary 

tool for democratic revolutions. 
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Chapter 4: Case Study of The Tunisian Revolution 

 

 

  The Arab Spring in both Tunisia and Egypt shared many similarities.  Authoritarian rulers 

kept than citizens compliant in a manner used by most nations, by providing social goods. The 

social goods provided by the state included: free education, nationalized health care, and 

household subsidies for food, electricity, and water. Governments also created public sector jobs 

for the influx of university graduates.  Providing social goods in exchange for obedience is often 

referred to as a ruling bargain.  A ruling bargain is defined as “a metaphor used by political 

scientists to refer to the accommodation reached between states and the citizens they govern.” 
63

 

Ruiling bargains had been very effective in insuring compliance in North Africa and the Middle 

East. However, when Arab socialism began to decline, authoritarian nations started to feel 

pressured to end many of the social benefits that had been part of their ruiling bargains. One 

reason why this was the case was the spread of neoliberalism.  

      Neoliberalism is defined as “a market-driven approach to economics in which the role of the 

state is kept to a minimum.” 
64

  Additionally, a large proportion of the populations of the Arab 
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world in the 1990s and 2003 was in the youth bracket; 60 percent of the Arab population was 

under the age of 30, constituting a “youth bulge.” Before the revolution began in 2010 youth 

unemployment in Tunisia was at 30 percent and this number does not include the youth that had 

given up looking for a job or could only find part time employment.
65

 The large percentage of 

restless and unemployed young people was a main contributor to the strength of the social media 

movement within the Arab Spring.
66

  

  Before the revolutions in 2002, The Arab Human Development Report noted that “There 

is a substantial lag between Arab countries and other regions in terms of participatory 

governance... This freedom deficit undermines human development and is one of the most 

painful manifestations of lagging political development.”
67

   

This lack of participation became more important to people when they felt their social 

benefits being taken away with little opportunity to improve their status nor any platform by 

which they could make leaders listen. The lack of democratic rights then became a priority for 

those who felt they did not have anything to lose, which is a critical part of revolution formation. 

                                                 
65

 Ibid. 

 

66
 Ibid. 

 

67
 Ibid. 

 



34  

 

The decline of Arab socialism, rise of globalization, and the emergence of a tech savvy 

youth bulge, combined to set the stage for the Arab Spring.  The revolution in Tunisia began with 

a fruit vendor named Mohammad Bouazizi. Bouazizi was like many young Tunisians, educated 

with few job opportunities.  He had a family of eight. However, he was able to make a livable 

wage selling his fruit. His dream was to buy a pick up truck for work, to better provide for his 

family.  However, on December 17, 2010 Bouazizi was humiliated by a policewoman, who 

confiscated his unlicensed fruit cart, and in public, slapped him, and was said to have spat on 

him, and insulted his dead father.  After officials refused to see him to submit a complaint about 

the policewoman, he drenched himself in lighter fluid and set himself on fire in public. His story 

resonated with Tunisians who understood his shame and frustration over the lack of employment, 

poor living standards, police violence, and a lack of human rights.
68

  

Protests continued to escalate within a short period of time, resulting in the shooting of 

five protestors by police in Thala, Tunisia, and several additional sacrifices similar to 

Bouazizi’s.
69

  One protest included a 22 year old who electrocuted himself to death in the middle 
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of the protest over unemployment.
70

 The protests continued to grow with citizens circumventing 

the government regulations placed on the internet, and utilizing cell phone text messaging to 

directly send images to the international media that had already become interested because of 

their social media outreach.  

Part of the movement’s strength came from powerful organized groups (such as the labor 

unions) that synced with the movement through the use of new media. The actions of the 

Tunisian Federation of Labour Unions known by the antonym (UGTT) gained momentum in 

Gafsa, and at the same time a group of 300 protestors gathered near the government’s palace in 

Tunis. This solidarity and overwhelming organization of protestors around the country quickly 

made an impact on the government.
71

 Efforts were made by the government to stop the uprisings. 

President Zine El Abidine Ben Ali visited Bouazizi  before he died, offered new jobs (although 

only enough to help about one third of university graduates), new elections, an end to internet 

censorship, and presidential limits that would end his term. However, 10 days after the death of 

Bouazizi, Tunisian  protestors used new media to organize demonstrations in capital of Tunis, the 

chief of staff of the Tunisian army told the protestors to stand down, and the authoritarian 
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government was overthrown.
72

  This was the first time in the modern era that anyone had 

witnessed a popular uprising ousting a ruler in the Arab world, and the first time anyone had seen 

a revolution largely organized through the use of new social media.
73

 

How New Media was Used During the Tunisian Revolution 

  Lina Ben Mhenni was an influential blogger who launched a blog entitled “A Tunisian 

Girl.”  She was motivated not only by the problems she saw around her in Tunisia, but also by 

the fact that her father had been a political prisoner under Mr. Ben Ali’s predecessor Habib 

Bourguiba. The blog covered topics such as censorship, women’s rights, human rights, and 

freedom of speech. The Tunisian government tried to stop her through intimidation and 

threatening letters, and by breaking into her home and taking her computer and cameras.  The 

government blocked her site because of its threatening content, but she was able to use other 

proxy sites to keep access to her pages and found new ways to utilize technology when hers was 

confiscated by the government.  After Mohamed Bouazizi set himself on fire, she helped spread 
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the news by posting images and news on her blog, Facebook, and twitter account. 
74

  

Figure 4.1 Mohamed Bouazizi’s suicide 

 

Source: http://aangirfan.blogspot.com/2011/01/mohamed-bouazizi.html, January 22, 2011 

During the Dec. 25
th

 demonstrations that took place in Tunis following Bouazizi’s death, she 
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continued to upload “real time” photographs and information covering the protests to social 

media sites. Her blogging and social media updates continued throughout the revolution; she 

took photos of protestors killed and wounded by police for her social media outlets in various 

cities such as Sidi Souzid, Regueb, and Kasserine. 
75

 According to Ryan Yasmine known as 

“Astrubal,” author of the blog Nawaat (the most reliable source of information during the 

government crackdown of media outlets during the 2011 revolution).
76

 His blog started in 2004, 

becoming one of the first Tunisian pro-democracy blogs. The site was blocked throughout the 

revolution, but continued to run through proxy sites.  During the revolution the blog posted 

information and photos from protestors in the streets. The blog received the 2011 Netizen Prize 

from Reporters Without Borders and the Index on Censorship Media Award. 
77

The blog 

continues to report today on Tunisia’s new democracy. 
78
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Since the revolution, Tunisia has been going through what many leaders call a 

“transitional period.” This transitional period has been marked by gains and losses in democratic 

liberties as well as government stability. New media technology has the ability to spark outrage, 

organize participants, and transform the government at a rapid speed, but the needs of a 

revolution differ from the needs of state building. 

  The quickness of Tunisia’s revolution has both contributed to democratic change and to 

the country’s 2014 lag in democratic stability. Since the revolution Tunisia has experienced 

additional demonstrations over unemployment, the economy, and attacks on religion.
87

  The 

government has not allowed complete freedom of speech. A Tunisian cartoonist posted cartoons 

insulting Muhammad on Facebook and is now in his second year of a 7-year prison sentence. 
88

  

The rapid revolution from an authoritarian government to a democracy left the country trying to 

catch up, in regards to how to structure the government, and lasting infrastructure did not have 

time to develop.  Regardless of its flaws, without the speed and fluid communication permitted 

by new media, the revolution would have lost a great deal of its strength. 

  An article in The Economist, published in 2011, spoke of a new Tunisia rewriting the 
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past, and noted that despite setbacks Tunisia’s democracy remains.
89

  Politicians have chosen to 

listen and compromise, but despite government efforts, solutions to the country’s problems have 

not occurred with the same speed as the revolution. The instant gratification (caused by an 

almost overnight regime change) instilled an attitude that the new government would be able to 

fix citizens’ issues overnight as well, and that was not  the case for the new Tunisian government 

trying to get its bearings. 
90

  

Following the 2011 Tunisian revolution the Ennahda party was elected to power. The 

Ennahada party resembles the Muslim Brotherhood in the belief in a more Islamic nation.
91

 

Many Tunisians complained about the militia type groups associated with the Ennahada party, 

blaming the party for the deaths of public figures, artists, and participants in sit ins around the 

region. The assassination of opposition leaders Chokri Belaid and Mohamed Brahmi in 2011 

were a source of particular anger against the Ennahada party. 
92

 Many young Tunisians 
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complained that the government had been taken over by militant Islamists, and they began to 

protest around the country, advocating for reform.
93

 They utilized new media as well as 

traditional forms of protest that had been successful in the revolution to voice their concerns. 

  In 2013 the Tamaroud Tunisia group proposed a way out of the national turbulence and 

dissatisfaction with the new government. Tamaroud is a political group that started after the 

assassination in 2011 of Mohamed Brahmi who was an opposition leader.  Tamaroud proposed 

five points: 

                      We demand, first of all, that the National Constituent Assembly (ANC), and all the 

bodies emanating from it including the current government, are immediately 

dissolved. We also call for the dismissal of Prime Minister Ali Larayedh. Secondly, 

we believe the position of the interim President Moncef Marzouki has become 

untenable. He has turned from being a prestigious human rights defender into a 

blind ally of the Islamists. Thirdly, we propose the formation of an alternative 

national salvation government with the participation of all opposition parties, civil 

society groups and trade unions, particularly, the Tunisian General Labour Union 

(UGTT). We do not accept the solution the Ennahda government is working 

towards, because we believe that any such government formed from or that 

includes Ennahda will not differ from one formed after the assassination of the 

Chokri Belaid, the ANC member who was assassinated earlier this year in 

February. Fourthly, we demand vigilante groups that became known as "revolution 

protection committees be disbanded.
94
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   Following this proposal by the Tamaroud party, and with mediation by the Tunisia General 

Labor Union (UGTT),
95

 The Ennahda group agreed to relinquish power, revise the electorial 

commission, finalize the constitution, and agreed to appoint independent “caretaker” government 

until the new elections.
96

  Tunisia’s first parliamentary elections occurred under a new 

constitution in October 2014. The Ennahada party won a slight majority and promised to work in 

a coalition government with the rival party the liberal Nidaa Tounes (Tunisia’s Call).
97

 

     The revolution in Tunisia has certainly not led to a smooth transition to democracy, but 

many officials still feel optimistic about progress because history has shown that setbacks are 

normal in democratic transitions.  Government progress is being made by slowly changing laws 

and attitudes in the region, but additional time is needed for the government to transition to 

democracy. Human rights discussions are occurring, and even the once ignored topic of women 
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and minority rights is now being addressed.
98

 If you consider how far the country has come from 

the injustices that were occurring prior to the revolution, Tunisians have made tremendous strides 

in a short period of time.
99

 

  In sum, journalists are turning to social media to find the most interesting and truthful 

stories. The footage and stories that came from social media sources served as a launch pad to 

gain international news media coverage and international leaders’ attention. This increased 

attention gave the movement trans-border legitimacy.
100

 Trans-border legitimacy is critical in a 

world that has become more networked than ever. As Alex Scott notes, “Since the rise of the 

Internet in the early 1990s, the world's networked population has grown from the low millions to 

the low billions. Over the same period, social media has become a fact of life for civil society 

worldwide, involving many actors - regular citizens, activists, nongovernmental organizations, 

telecommunications firms, software providers, governments.”
101

  The Tunisian revolution was 
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the first time a group of people took advantage of all these networks to gain attention and change 

prevailing social norms.  

 On the other hand, the turbulence following the inspiring Tunisian revolution signaled to 

many people that the Arab spring was a failure, and that social media was not an aid in 

democratic change. Neither social media, nor any other network is a cure all solution. It is a tool, 

and a tool that if used correctly can add exposure, organization, and speed that have never been 

possible before. This tool has the power to change opinions and formulate norms that can lead to 

the growth in democratic liberties. Tunisia is not going to instantly become an ideal democracy 

just because its revolution seemingly occurred overnight. The government and the people need 

time to catch up to the technology. 
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Chapter 5: Case Study of the 2011 Egyptian Revolution 

Background 

  During the 2011 Arab Spring, Egypt followed in Tunisia’s footsteps. Egyptians and 

Tunisians share a great deal. They both have a shared sense of collective identity, have majority 

Muslim population, share the common language of Arabic, and both are used to authoritarian 

governments that held power for decades leading up to the Arab Spring.  Additionally, they are 

geographically near each other, both in North Africa and separated by Libya.  In both Tunisia 

and Egypt, social media played pivotal roles in the first Arab Spring uprisings. 

 The commonalities mentioned sparked an Egyptian interest in the events unfolding in 

Tunisia.
102

  While both nations are similar, Egypt has historically played a more central role in 

the region and so its use of new media technology attracted  international attention to the use of 

social media as a tool for democracy. However, Egypt’s unrest following its revolution 

highlights the fact that while new media technology provides a tool for widespread rapid change, 

it is not a solution in itself. The country continues to face a difficult future as it struggles to find a 

long term democratic solution to its turmoil. I will discuss how new media was used in Egypt’s 
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revolution, Egypt’s subsequent difficulties, and the role new media technology could play in 

Egypt’s future. 

  A variety of factors contributed to the Egyptian protests and the ousting of President 

Hosni Mubarak.  Mubarak came into power in 1967, initiating 30 years of repressive 

authoritarian rule. For much of this time, he oversaw a depressed economic climate, limited 

employment opportunities, unfree elections, and a political system in which “free” speech and 

assembly were controlled.  His authoritarian control was continually enhanced at the expense of 

the citizens’ democratic liberties. For example in 2007 Mubarak promulgated 34 constitutional 

amendments furthering his power and reach. The amendments included powers, “to try civilians 

in military courts, revoke judicial supervision of parliamentary elections, and impose restrictions 

to prevent unaffiliated independents from running for office.” (These were usually Muslim 

Brotherhood Independents).
103

  According to the United Nations Development Programme, 

Human Development Report in 2009, “about 20 percent of the Egyptian population lived below 

the poverty line.”
104

 Additionally, a large percentage of the youth were disaffected, with youth 

unemployment in 2010 at 43 percent, more than Tunisia’s youth unemployment of 30 percent; 
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these statistics do not include those that were only able to find part time work or had given up 

looking for a job.
105

   

     Like all the leaders of the Arab spring after the protests erupted, Mubarak offered to have 

a national discussion, but when the protests intensified and impacted investment and tourism, all 

schools and universities were closed and the government attempted to regulate the internet. 

However, when forces were dispatched the army refused to fire on the protestors.
106

 After 18 

days of protests organized via social media, Mubarak stepped down as President, leaving the 

military in charge of Egypt.
107

 

How New Media was Used During the Egyptian Revolution 

  Even though Egypt’s economy was deteriorating, Egypt had substantially increased its 

information technology capabilities leading up to the revolution as part of a national campaign 

for socioeconomic development. This government initiative included low cost computers for 

citizens to purchase, and free Internet access at internet centers. Despite high unemployment 
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rates and a lack of democratic liberties, Egyptians were connected  by new media outlets. Some 

estimate that leading up to the revolution in 2010 70 percent of the Egyptian population had a 

mobile phone subscription and 21 percent of Egypt’s 80 million population had internet 

access.
108

 

     Similar to Bouazizi’s death in Tunisia, the death of Khaled Saeed created a social media 

uproar for the movement.  Saeed was using an internet café when two police officers demanded 

money from him as a penalty for attempting to post material against the Egyptian police. After he 

told the officers that he did not have money to give to them, they brutally beat him on the street.  

Images of Khaled Saeed following the beating inspired the formation of a very influential group 

called “We are all Saeed.” The police claimed that he choked to death on drugs, but supporters of 

Saeed claimed he was killed for  attempting to post a video of police exchanging money after a 

drug deal. Supporters claimed that Saeed was trying to expose the corruption in the Egyptian 

government. The social media campaign in Saeed’s name gained international attention.  The 

news media and social media spread the story, and human rights groups rallied behind the 

supporters of the movement.
109
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The nation was ripe for a revolution; new media just accelerated the speed of revolution, 

creating an 18-day revolution rather than the typical drawn out process of democratic revolutions 

in the past. During the Egyptian revolution conversations via social media about the need for a 

revolution often preceded major events. In the week preceding Egyptian president Hosni 

Mubarak’s resignation, for example, “the total rate of tweets from Egypt — and around the world 

— about political change in that country ballooned from 2,300 a day to 230,000 a day.  Videos 

featuring protest and political commentary went viral – the top 23 videos received nearly 5.5 

million views. The amount of content produced online by opposition groups, in Facebook and 

political blogs, increased dramatically.” 
110

 Wael Ghonim, the administrator of the “We Are All 

Khaled Saeed” Facebook page had written on Facebook before the revolution broke out that  

“Facebook, Twitter, and the Internet would change politics in Egypt.” But most people were 

skeptical of his idea. 
111

  When the rebellion broke out in Tunisia, the Egyptians had the benefit 

of watching many events unfold before planning their own strategies. Egyptian bloggers on 

Twitter, Facebook ,and personal blogs posted on behalf of Tunisians, disseminating images, 
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videos, and information. Activists were able to work together in Tunisia and Egypt. Prior to the 

revolution a permit was needed for a gathering of five or more, but nevertheless thousands began 

to virtually gather online. 
112

 According to Eltantawy and Wiest, the Egyptians utilized social 

media’s capacity for swift transmission of ideas and exchange of information. 
113

 

The Tunisian and Egyptian revolutions depended upon the level of resource mobilization.  

Resource mobilization is a concept described by Eltantawy and Wiest as “based on the notion 

that resources—such as time, money, organizational skills, and certain social or political 

opportunities—are critical to the success of social movements.”
114

 According to resource 

mobilization theory, the availability of resources and actors’ abilities to use them correctly is 

necessary for the success of social movements.  This focuses on the importance of influences 

outside sociological motivators such as a feeling of group injustice or political ideas. 
115

 New 

media technology’s use as a resource mobilization tool was vital to the revolutions in North 

Africa because it provided the necessary means to transmit the message. 
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  During Egypt’s uprisings social media sites served various functions. Facebook was used 

to organize groups, whereas Twitter was used to spread quick bursts of information to a wider 

audience; Youtube provided more information and images to link with twitter posts. These sites 

not only served as sources for Egyptians, but for news outlets worldwide. 
116

  

  During 2008 when the April 6
th

 Youth Movement began, Facebook was one of the top 10 

most visited sites in the Arab world and in Egypt was ranked the third most visited after Google 

and Yahoo.
117

 The April 6
th

 Movement, “has its roots in Egypt’s brief burst of political freedom 

in 2005 and 2006, which came after the administration of George W. Bush put pressure on the 

Mubarak regime to hold its first multiparty election.”
118

 The movement had 70,000 members on 

Facebook, with members discussing issues such as free speech, economic stagnation and 

government nepotism, and ideas to improve life in Egypt.  Via Facebook the movement also 

organized demonstrations over actions in Gaza and the jailing of journalists. The group also gave 

members a source of real time news and images, for example when a Muslim Brotherhood Web 

Site posted photographs of its protests in Alexandria over actions in Gaza, the Youth Movement 
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could follow the demonstrations’ progress and gain a personal perspective of events occurring on 

the streets. 
119

  

The following chart breaks down the sources of social media content during the Egyptian 

Arab Spring. The figure shows that roughly 70 percent of the actors are individuals, thus 

demonstrating that new media was used as a tool for citizens to impact their government during 

the Arab Spring. 
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Figure 5.1 (Actor Types in Egyptian Arab Spring) 

 

 Other  (individuals) 26.9% 

 Blogger 16.7% 

 Journalist 14.4% 

 Activist 12.3% 

 BOT (automated programs for organizational interests) 6% 

 MSM (mainstream media) 7.3% 

 Non Media Org 4.3% 

 Web News Org 3.8% 

 Researcher 2.4% 

 Celeb 1.9% 

 Digerati  (online communities) 2.5% 

 Political Actor 1.5% 

 

Source: Lothan (2011) 
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 an organization's Twitter account plays a different role than an individual account, 

often serving as the official voice of a group, company, or 

organization...Organization accounts are the following: MSM, Non-media org, 

Web news org, and Bots (which in many cases are controlled by automated 

programs representing non-individual interests). All other actor types are 

considered individual accounts. In comparing organization accounts to individual 

accounts in our datasets, we found that roughly 70% of the actors in each dataset 

are individuals.
121

 

Leaders in Egypt utilized Facebook’s event feature often used for birthdays and 

social gatherings. One event was titled "The Day of the Revolution Against Torture, 

Poverty, Corruption and Unemployment."
122

  According to Facebook, over 80,000 

invitees clicked “yes” to indicate attendance and many clicked “maybe,”probably out of 

fear of a government crack down on those planning to attend, because according to the 

actual turnout numbers many that clicked “maybe” clearly meant “yes.”
123

  Instructions 

were clearly spelled out for the protest: “Stand 5 feet apart, so as not to break Egyptian 

laws against public demonstrations; be absolutely silent; no signs; wear black, as 

determined in an online vote; stand on the banks of the river or sea for one hour only, 
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then walk away.”
124

  One of the most famous protests organized in support of Kheled 

Saeed via Facebook was not organized by the administrators, but by someone posting 

comments on the group’s wall, creating a true peoples’ movement. The comments 

inspired the protestors in Alexandria (Saeed’s hometown) to wear black along the banks 

in a silent flash mob following the group’s non-violent protest rules. 
125

                                               

Another vital source of communication for the Egyptian revolution was Google email and 

google chat, since the server does not allow outsiders to trace computers’ IP addresses. 

The inability to trace IP addresses kept the organizers and participants identities safe if 

they were to remain anonymous.
126

                                                                                                                                                              

In 2012, three Egyptian social media activists were nominated for the Nobel Peace 

Prize, Wael Ghonim, Asmaa Mahfouz, and Israa Abdel Fattah.
127

 Two have already been 

mentioned. Asmaa Mahfouz was the founding member of the April 6
th

 Movement, who 
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famously wrote on Facebook that,  “she was going to Cairo's Tahrir Square and urged all 

those who wanted to save the country to join her.”
128

 Mahfouz tried to recreate the same 

energy from social media that she saw in the Tunisian Revolution. At Tahir Square she 

and many followers from her Facebook group shouted, "Egyptians, four people set 

themselves on fire out of humiliation and poverty. Egyptians, four people set fire to 

themselves because they were afraid of the security agencies, not of the fire. Four people 

set fire to themselves in order to tell you to awaken. We are setting ourselves on fire so 

that you will take action. Four people set themselves on fire in order to say to the regime: 

Wake up. We are fed up."
129

 The video of this event instantaneously was circulated 

through social media outlets and attracted worldwide news media attention to the 

Egyptian protests.
130

 

 

The Situation Today 

Encarnación perceives Egypt’s failure to build a stable democracy is not a result of the 

failure of new media technology, but the failure of a civil society coup to transition to a 
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government that grants long term democratic liberties.
131

 Civil society coups are defined by him 

as “entailing the removal from power of an elected leader through sustained protest, usually with 

the aid of the military.”
132

  According to him there are several conditions necessary for a civil 

society coup:  

The rise of a leader who is not completely dedicated to ensuring democratic 

liberties, a political system that fails to meet the public expectations for national 

economic growth and stability usually because of internal corruption...and a civil 

society coup utilizes trade unions, religious organizations, and civic groups, rather 

then political organizations (that have either not developed or fallen apart).
133

   

 

Civil society coups were seen in Egypt and several other nations, and have been associated with 

citizens having few democratic liberties and a corrupt government.  The conditions created by 

Egypt’s civil society coup show that “a frustrated civil society, a delegitimized political system, 

and a lack of law create conditions that make it difficult for a long term stable democracy to 

occur.” 
134
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Egypt has exemplified the civil society coup.  Egypt has failed to democratize in the 

aftermath of the revolution under the leadership of President Mohammed Morsi, the first 

president to come to power following the revolution, extended his power under the cover of a 

“state of emergency” to enforce his legitimacy. He cracked down on women’s rights, gave more 

power to the military (which enforced his leadership), and granted himself extrajudicial powers. 

His leadership and government conduct differed little from Mubarak’s. Egyptians’ living 

conditions in many ways were worse under Morsi than Mubarak, The International Monetary 

Fund  (IMF) reported, “before the revolution, 40 percent of the country lived in poverty. Now, 50 

percent do.”
135

 The economy did not improve under Morsi; his policies discouraged private 

investment because his government was seen as unstable. Taxes were high as were transactions 

costs, business people encountered a great deal of red tape, and the tourism sector struggled to 

attract visitors to the hostile country.
136

 

   After having fought for democracy and change, Egyptians felt betrayed by Morsi.  Once 

again new media technology gave Egyptians a platform to swiftly display the government’s 

ineffectiveness, and oust Morsi but this also further solidified Egypt’s image of being unstable to 
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tourists and possible investors, thus increasing the country’s economic troubles.
137

 This time 

Egyptians worked with the military, and communicated via social media to oust Morsi in July 

2013. The current President Abdel Fatah al-Sisi is now presiding under a new constitution. The 

previous constitution that was greatly influenced by Morsi was seen as too Islamist.
138

   

 Egypt continues to face social unrest, and the growing threat of terrorism. The Islamic 

militant group Isis or Isil (Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant and Islamic State) has an Egyptian 

splinter group that has been waging a war against Egyptian security forces. Isis is known “for 

killing dozens of people at a time and carrying out public executions, crucifixions and other acts. 

It has taken over large swaths of northern and western Iraq. The group currently controls 

hundreds of square miles. It ignores international borders and has a presence from Syria's 

Mediterranean coast to south of Baghdad. It rules by Sharia law.”
139

 Isis was responsible for an 

assault on an Egyptian army checkpoint that killed 30 troops. The attack led Egypt’s National 

Defense council to declare a three- month state of emergency in the areas near Israel and the 
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Gaza Strip.
140

 Attacks have also spread to other parts of Egypt, Isis has targeted police in Cairo 

and the Nile Delta. The government has blamed the Muslim Brotherhood, leading to over 20,000 

arrests and several deaths. 
141

 

Conclusion 

 Regardless of its limitations, such as its inability by itself to foster a long term democratic 

stability, new media technology has its uses in today’s democratic revolutions. Eira Martens 

conducted a study on social media’s role in Egypt’s 2011 Arab Spring Revolution and found that 

“in addition to helping organize protests, social media - in particular shared photos and videos - 

allowed participants to form a collective identity. This increased a sense of solidarity and helped 

lower a fear threshold that may otherwise have prevented people from taking to the streets.”
142

 

Another one of Martens’s conclusions was that social media helped to compress the time frame 

of the uprising. "In the Egyptian context, Facebook in particular helped accelerate the protests," 

Martens said of her research results. "The majority of the social media activists I interviewed 

                                                 
140

  Associate Press. “Photo Galleries Egypt Declares State of Emergency After Attack Leaves 30 Soldiers 

Dead.” CBC News. October 24, 2014. http://www.cbc.ca/news/world/egypt-declares-state-of-emergency-

after-attack-leaves-30-soldiers-dead-1.2811856 

 

141
 Ibid. 

 

142
 Sonya Angelica Diehn. "Social media use evolving in Egypt." Deutsche Welle. April 7, 2013. 

 

http://www.cbc.ca/news/world/egypt-declares-state-of-emergency-after-attack-leaves-30-soldiers-dead-1.2811856
http://www.cbc.ca/news/world/egypt-declares-state-of-emergency-after-attack-leaves-30-soldiers-dead-1.2811856


65  

believe that it would have taken a few more years to overthrow Mubarak's government," she 

added. 
143

 

  In the Egyptian Arab spring it was the rapid transfer of information by new media that 

made the revolution happen in an expedited manner. The Egyptian government fought back by 

suspending the accounts of bloggers and activist sites on Facebook. They tried to overload 

websites with fake reports, but website operators deleted the fake reports or opened new 

accounts to keep information flowing. The government attempts would happen for a minute 

every few hours throughout the revolution, until the government gave up trying to stop the 

internet feed. Diamond and Plattner note that the speed at which revolutionaries were able to stop 

government attempts to slow progress was new to social movement history.
144

  

  Since the initial Arab Spring uprisings new media has not only become a tool for the 

common citizen, but for everyone involved in government. Prominent politicians now blog, 

tweet, and utilize new media as tools to spread their opinions and thoughts. Mohammed Morsi 

blogged throughout his term and collapse. Additionally, new media gives politicians a new arena 

to be heard, and new leaders are able to find a base by communicating directly with citizens.  
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 Social media’s influence continues to spread in Egypt; it is now used by ordinary 

citizens, as well as political parties, government actors, and NGOs. However, individuals are still 

the drivers of new media no matter what the goal. Twitter now has a beta translation tool, making 

messages viewable in many languages around the world. Thus although Morsi’s final tweet was 

in Arabic, this new feature on Twitter made a translation to numerous languages instantaneously 

available, making his perspective and opinion available to everyone around the world.
145

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.2 (Morsi’s Final Tweet) 
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Source: Ovide (2014) 

 

As Sonya Diehn states, this broadening of public debate can lead to a more democratic exchange 

of ideas and to social change in the real world.
146

 

Finally in Egypt’s 2011 Arab Spring revolution, social media’s communication speed 

created new norms, changing the way in which movements are organized and information is 

spread. New norms are formed “independently to adapt to various unique domestic situations 

which enable the critical mass of a domestic audience to internalize the new ideals and 

norms.”
147

 During the Egyptian revolution, individuals helped to disseminate new norms for 

social change by using new media technology, focusing on human rights, and recognizing that 

global news media was watching. In accord with Finnemore and Sikkink’s study of norms, notes 
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Alex Scott, social media created, 

 A useful framework to provide insight into the role an alerted Western public and 

government played in persuading the Tunisian and Egyptian governments to 

behave responsibility, and not react violently towards the protesters. These norms 

were also able to help protect the physical integrity of the protesters from brutal 

government repression.
148

 

 

  New media today is fostering interdependence between countries and citizens at every 

level by keeping people connected in real time.  As a result of globalization, problems that occur 

in any country will soon turn into everyone else’s problems, and those events can be known and 

understood more quickly and fully then ever before. Egypt has long stood as a cultural and 

political leader in the Arab world. Egypt’s policies often set the tone for the rest of the region. 

While ousting Mubarak has proved not to be a cure all solution to Egypt’s troubles, it did open 

the door for a while to a more participatory government, and empowered ordinary citizens. It is 

likely that the speedy removal of Mubarak would not have been possible without new media’s 

facilitation of the protests. 
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Chapter 6: Case Study – Social Media and Changes in China 

 

Background 

  China has a unique relationship with social media. At a glance, China’s social media 

scene seems to be non-existent with Facebook often shut down, Twitter banned, and Youtube 

forbidden. However, social media is prospering in China through non-traditional channels.  One 

study found that 513 million people use the internet in China, and China has the worlds most 

active social media groups with over 300 million users spending around 40 percent of their time 

on social media.  The social sites range from online communities, to blogs, mirco blogs, and 

social networking sites. 
150

 China’s social media users are not primarily on a few networks, like 

users from western nations who predominately use Facebook and Twitter. China has many social 

networks that are fragmented and often locally based. Active social media users in China exceed 

100 million, with most using social media through mobile devices. 
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To better control China’s huge flow of information on the web, the government 

constructed a “great firewall.” However, the government’s firewall has been quite easily 

circumvented by Chinese citizens wanting to share information.  Indeed, despite the 

government’s heavy censorship China has been ahead of much of the world in social media 

development,  

Chinese users were able to embed multimedia content in social media more than 

18 months before Twitter users could do so in the United States. Social media 

began in China in 1994 with online forums and communities and migrated to 

instant messaging in 1999. User review sites such as Dianping emerged around 

2003. Blogging took off in 2004, followed a year later by social-networking sites 

with chatting capabilities such as Renren. and Sina Weibo launched in 2009, 

offering microblogging with multimedia. Location-based player Jiepang appeared 

in 2010, offering services similar to foursquare’s.
152

 

  China has seen a huge economic transformation in the past 25 years; it has been 

averaging 9.5 percent growth over two decades. 
153

 China’s prosperity based on its adaption of a 

capitalist economy, has given citizens wealth, private property, and choice in life style, in where 

they live, and what they would like to do with their lives.
154

  It is interesting that in 2008, 51,000 
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businesses conducted polls for various reasons. The government officials are also, using popular 

opinion polls to assist in making decisions, which marks a huge shift in how leaders make 

decisions.
155

 The government has referenced public opinion polls to defend their policies on 

taxes, infrastructure, and exchange rates.
156

  

Students who go abroad for education in democratic nations are returning to China and 

creating private sector jobs that traditionally were only done by the state. This growing private 

sector in China is becoming more influential in Chinese policy. For example the Institute of 

Public Affairs, an organization run by many Chinese citizens who have received their education 

abroad, has pressured many companies to change some of their polluting policies. This is an 

example of an organization that is not government run impacting company policies, something 

that would have been unheard of 10 years ago. 
157

 The new private sector in China has been 

expanding and networking through the internet and social media applications.
158

 

  China’s great urbanization push, which has pushed rural Chinese populations into cities, 
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has been associated with increasing income levels, education, elevated government expectations, 

and easier communication.
159

  The government has now realized that it is incredibly difficult to 

both gain economically from the benefits of the internet and to stop the internet’s flow of 

information. The Chinese government is now mostly fighting the spread of information, not by 

trying to stop the information, but by countering ideas with the government’s perspective and 

justification.
160

 One example of many occurred when rumors circulated via social media 

regarding a Communist Party of China (CCP) official named Bo Xilai (the Former Chinese 

Minister of Commerce and Party Chief of Chongqing). The rumors about Bo Xilai suggested that 

he was involved in revealing details about the murder of a British businessman and a Chinese 

cover up to the United States. In reaction to the rumors, the Chinese government actually 

released the court testimony of Bo Xilai via social media to silence the talk on the web. 
161

 

  China’s changes in growth and communication have empowered people, but have also 

led to anger and frustration when the government tries to play a large role in controlling the 

Chinese population’s personal liberties. China has a capitalist economy coupled with a 
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communist government which does not respect Western calls for democratic rights. The system 

does not seem sustainable in its current form and wide spread frustration has been felt among 

Chinese citizens. The ability of many Chinese citizens to spread information explaining their 

frustrations while circumventing government controls has given the CCP a great deal of anxiety. 

Robert Dahl claimed that “a highly favorable condition for democratic institutions is a market 

economy in which economic enterprises are mainly owned privately, and not by the state, that is, 

a capitalist rather than a socialist or statist economy.”
162

  China is showing signs of the 

precondition described by Dahl with the increase in privately owned business and property. 

  Protests, or what the government refers to as “mass incidents,” are common in China. 

Mass incidents occur over a range of issues from pollution to real estate grabs and labor 

conditions. Most are small, but sometimes larger ones occur that attract national attention. 
163

 

Environmental protests have gathered a significant amount of attention.  There has been outcry 

over smog, new petrochemical plants, and the policies of the China National Petroleum 
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company.
164

 China National Petroleum is a state owned oil and gas company. The company 

received public backlash over the lack of safety regulation after several gas leaks and oil spills 

recurred, which put many citizens in danger and caused several deaths.
165

 

Use of Social Media 

  Social media in China is a vast enterprise with a high level of participation. Weibo (run 

by internet company Sina) is similar to Twitter and includes a large number of businesses and 

celebrities who micro-blog. Weibo has been extremely popular in China with 200 million users, 

mostly mobile based. 
166

  Tencent Weibo is a similar service with about 200-250 million users.
167

  

WeiXin is very similar to the western WhatsApp allowing users to text and exchange voicemails 

with 100 million users.
168

 Douban is very customized and has many special interest 
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communities; the site is most similar to the Western Myspace website with over 100 users.
169

 

Xionei, with over 100 million users, is similar to the western website Classmates, connecting 

school friends.
170

 Wexin is a social network tool that lets users exchange news, photos, videos, 

and links similar to the United States’ WeChat. In three years the app has been used by over 300 

million people. 
171

  WK News online is based out of Hong Kong and informs citizens of events 

that are generally ignored by traditional media. The site has a mostly labor focus and has 

followers from all sections of society.
172

  WK News has over 5,000 likes on Facebook and many 

fan pages. 
173

 

China has tried to crackdown on social media activism. For example, Wang Lihong was a 

social media activist who was arrested after she helped organize a demonstration in front of a 
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court house in Fuzhou, China via social media networks.
174

 The demonstration was in support of 

three bloggers who were on trial after helping a woman, via social media, reinvestigate her 

daughter’s death.
175

  Wang Lihong had repeatedly used social media in China to advocate (not 

just the court house demonstration), mainly helping people with grievances against the 

government. The government retaliated by sentencing the 56 year old woman to 9 months in 

prison for “stirring up trouble”;  however her courtroom scene was recorded, blogged, and spread 

throughout social media by the time she had left the courtroom thanks to her son. 
176

 The story 

encouraged others to follow her example in blogging for human rights. 

Sina Weibo microblogging has been focused on environmental criticism. One example 

was when the building of the Harbin power plant caused air pollution in the area. The Twitter-

like Sina Weibo microblogging site displayed countless angry posts over the pollution and its 

effects on the area. Authorities at the time let the passionate environmental posts remain on Sina 

Weibo, but that has since changed, and the government has started to crack down on 
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environmental activist postings.
177

 Environmental issues have gained a great deal of interest in 

recent years, as grassroot organizations have started up social media sites such as Weibo, and 

many online forums. As Tan notes, they have changed the way the Chinese traditionally 

organized movements (that is through labor unions, political parties, and NGOs), organizing  

instead via fluid virtual networks. 
178

 

In July 2014 over 500 people were arrested in Hong Kong for attending a pro-democracy 

rally attended by thousands marking the anniversary of the Chinese assumption of control of 

Hong Kong from Britain.
179

  The protest was sparked by the growing erosion of democratic 

freedoms Hong Kong citizens once enjoyed. The protestors called for a “civil nomination” of 

their own representation rather than Beijing’s appointed and approved candidates.
180

 The 

majority of the protestors were younger than those protesting in previous Hong Kong 
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demonstrations. The protestors organized via social media networks because they were skeptical 

of mainstream media and Chinese legal compromises. 
181

   

Occupy Central with Love and Peace is a Hong Kong based social media group with a 

large following. The Occupy group played a large part in the July 2014 protest in Hong Kong 

and they have filled the streets once again. Occupy Central with Love and Peace leader Benny 

Tai in July 2014 described his tactics as follows: “If the government refuses to seriously consider 

the demand, this group of people, more of them will change from sympathetic to active support, 

and the sympathetic people may also start all kinds of noncooperative actions, and just think 

about, how can a government govern if the whole society refuses to cooperate with you?”
182

 

Conclusion 

U.S. Senator John McCain once said: “the Arab Spring is coming to China.”
183

 While 

Senator McCain did not have a set time and date for when the revolution would take place, 

Stephen Platt makes the case that China is ripe for another revolution, by examining China’s 

history and recent revolutions around the world (such as the Arab Spring revolutions) that have 
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shown similar patterns of communication leading to revolutions.
184

  He notes that China today 

shows a lot of similarities to the China prior to the Taiping Rebellion, a rebellion which almost 

overthrew the Qing Dynasty which ruled from 1850-1864.
185

  According to Platt, the revolt was 

characterized by spontaneity, and swift speed, and lacked the usual years of groundwork leading 

to the revolution.
186

 The participants were poor workers, impoverished farmers, and out of work 

miners. 
187

  Platt concludes: “The revolt, which claimed at least 20 million lives before it was 

quelled, making it the bloodiest civil war in history, suggests caution for those who hope for a 

popular uprising — a Chinese Spring — today.” 
188

  

 Governments stay in power through legitimacy. John Locke believed that man was “by 

nature, all free, equal, and independent, no one can be put out of this estate, and subjected to the 

political power of another, without his own consent.”
189

 He meant that it is only by popular 
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consent that leaders can govern. They lose legitimacy when citizens no longer feel that they are 

serving their interests. Governing without legitimacy in China has historically led to instability, 

in many cases revolutions, and massive changes in the government. In an attempt to sustain 

government legitimacy, the CCP has shown signs that it is becoming more responsive to citizens’ 

wants and needs.  For example, democratic, polling systems are now used to measure 

government performance and the needs of the people.  This is a sign of a changing and more 

democratic China. 

     The Chinese government is becoming more responsive to citizens’ voices via the internet, 

such as what happened in the case of Bo Xilai rumors.  The governmental attempts to listen and 

address citizens’ concerns open the door to democratic liberties, but the Chinese government is 

still far from respecting democratic rights.  China has many problems that will only become 

more severe if significant changes allowing more democratic rights are not made.  According to 

David Lampton, Beijing will need to expand democratic liberties to Chinese citizens if it hopes 

to keep its legitimacy as a government.  China does not necessarily need a full democratic 

government, but democratic liberties such as “local political participation, official transparency, 

more independent judicial and anti corruption bodies, an engaged civil society, institutional 

checks on executive power, and legislative and civil institutions to channel the country’s diverse 
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interests”
190

 will be necessary for China’s middle class to continue to prosper. 

 

 Chapter 7: Conclusion 

 

 

  Revolutions have occurred throughout history, and the channels of communication used 

to promote them have evolved as technology advances. This research has described how new 

media, which comprises social media and the internet, is playing an increasingly important role 

as a tool for communication, organization, and information. This new source of communication 

has created a new public sphere.  Public spheres have evolved from coffee houses and printed 

pamphlets, to radio communication, and now to virtual gatherings. Social media’s fluid and rapid 

structure has increased the speed by which revolutions occur and it increases the importance of a 

quick government response as well as government changes if a government would like to remain 

in place. 

 Tunisia’s revolution has produced a democratic government, despite set backs 

experienced in Tunisia during its transitional period. The sacrificial act of Mohammad Bouazizi 

would not have inspired widespread protests and action as quickly if it had not been distributed 
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via new media channels. The blogging and social media communications by countless citizen 

journalists who posted videos, images, and real time news on social media sites, such the 

YouTube video of President Ben Ali’s wife’s departing in her private jet to indulge in one of her 

many high priced and luxurious shopping excursions were big moments for the movement. 
191

 

Additionally the social media leaders of the Tunisian revolution, Lina Ben Mhenni (also know as 

“Astrubal”) was highly effective in utilizing the new public sphere of social media to inspire and 

organize protests that proved to be a vital tool in the Tunisian revolution.
192

   

 Egypt’s use of new media technology attracted more international attention to social 

media as a tool for democracy. The death of Khaled Saeed (similar to Bouazizi’s death in 

Tunisia) gained worldwide attention through social media, particularly the “We are all Saeed” 

Facebook group.
193

 Wael Ghonim, Asmaa Mahfouz, and Israa Abdel Fattah were all instrumental 

in the Egyptian revolution; they played such an important role in organizing non- violent protests 

that all three were nominated for Nobel Peace Prizes.
194

  Asmaa Mahfouz’s “Wake up. We are 
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fed up” video inspired Egyptians to join the movement and attracted worldwide news media 

coverage.
195

  However Egypt’s unrest following their revolutions showed that while new media 

technology provides a tool for widespread rapid change, it is not a solution in itself. 

China’s extraordinary number of social media users, combined with their rapidly 

expanding economy have opened China to the world, and highlighted a pressing need for 

democratic rights for its citizens.  China has tried to keep social media and the internet monitored 

and heavily controlled, but it has proven to be a difficult task. This was also true in Tunisia and 

Egypt where citizens were able to easily circumvent the government controls. Wang Lihong’s 

prison sentence video distributed via social media, and countless other examples of Chinese 

bloggers and social media activists using multiple channels of communication demonstrate that 

Chinese citizens can circumvent government regulation and promote differing government 

perspectives. 
196

 According to democratic peace theory, democratic nations work cooperatively 

with other nations because they have mutual interests.  As China advances its democratic rights 

this could lead to a more cooperative world. 
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I began my paper by arguing that the use of social media has made today's revolutions 

more likely to succeed, because the progressive sharing of information has made it increasingly 

difficult to silence peoples, control the growth and organization of groups, and for leaders to 

ignore the masses and keep their populations completely controlled. My case studies have shown 

that social media is indeed useful for revolutions in today’s world.  It is a tool for sparking 

democratic change and in that respect it makes revolutions succeed. However, this does not mean 

that those revolutions will actually lead to long-term democracy.  The long term results of the 

Arab Spring revolutions and China’s utilization of social media are unknown. Further research 

into this field will be necessary to further assess the correlation between the two areas.  However, 

despite the unknown futures of these nations, it can be said that the use of new media as a tool 

has made democratic revolutions easier, faster, and more likely to occur in the future. 
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