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Introduction 

 

For decades, social movements members have raised awareness to their cause with hand-

written letters, demonstrations, petitions and door-to-door activism. Today, the modes of 

networking are changing (Petray, 2011: 923) with the advent of the Internet, Facebook 

groups, emails and e-Petitions have greatly replaced face-to-face recruitment.  

 

On July 13th, the website Adbusters, a non-profit, Canadian-based activist group, published a 

single post encouraging people to “flood into lower Manhattan, set up tents, kitchens, 

peaceful barricades and occupy Wall Street” on September 17th (Adbusters, 2011). 

 

According to Berkowitz (2011), the notion of Occupy Wall Street was then out there but it did 

not gain much attention before September 16th, when around 11pm the hashtag 

“#Occupywallstreet” was trending on Twitter, which means that users of the social media 

were talking a lot about the event and the topic rapidly grew very popular, thus becoming 

more visible to other users who could then re-tweet the information.   

 

As a result, hundreds of people showed up the next day at Zuccotti Park (Casey, 2011) and 

the number of participants expanded for months.  

 

The Occupy Wall Street (OWS) movement definitely embodies a new trend in social 

movements, especially since the Seattle protests of 1999 (De Armond, 2000), that focus on 

global justice. Juris (2004: 355) argues that global justice activists are building new 

organizational forms that are network-based and wish to contest the imperialism of 

capitalism, the “disembedded market” as well as representative democracy. 

 

Decentralized network forms are thus starting to out-compete more traditional vertical 

hierarchies (Juris, 2004: 341) notably with the help of social media, that employ mobile and 

web-based technologies to create highly interactive platforms via which individuals and 

communities share, co-create, discuss, and modify user-generated content. (Kietzmann and 

al., 2011: 241) 

 

An irrefutable parallel can be drawn between the way in which the Occupy Wall Street 

protesters are organizing and the kind of horizontal networking that social media allow their 
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users to create. The relationship between the Adbusters website, Twitter and the success of 

the occupation of Zuccotti Park cannot be ignored, but one can wonder: what is the exact role 

of social media in new social movements such as Occupy Wall Street? How are they used by 

activists, inside and outside of their movement?  

 

Using Landzelius (2006) and Petray’s (2011) theoretical analysis of the use of social media by 

social movements activists for outreach as well as for “inreach” purposes, this paper wishes to 

evaluate the role and limits of social networking in the Occupy Wall Street movement.  

 

Occupy Wall Street: a new social movement 

 

The Occupy Wall Street activists call themselves “the 99%” who “will no longer tolerate the 

greed and corruption of the 1%” (Occupy Wall Street, 2011). This refers to the accumulation 

of wealth by a very small part of the American population whereas the others, the middle and 

low-class, struggle to earn enough to sustain a very basic standard of living. Activists may not 

have all joined the movement for the same reasons and might not have the same priorities; 

some are “calling for AIG executives to be prosecuted” whereas others are more here to 

challenge the whole concept of representative democracy and fight for the power to shift from 

the representatives back to the people (Hedges, 2011). 

 

One cannot contest the fact that OWS is a movement that relies on networking organization, 

as Juris (2004: 197) defines it: “Rather than top-down, centralized command, activists 

[prefer] loose and flexible coordination among autonomous groups within a minimal 

structure involving periodic assemblies, logistical commissions surrounding concrete tasks”. 

The people who are nowadays (February 2012) occupying Zuccotti Park are precisely 

organizing their social movement in this way; they arrange daily general assemblies in which 

everybody can speak up and be heard and they decentralize their action by creating different 

working groups for food, security, contingency and so on (Hedges, 2011). There is an 

indubitable horizontal participation among autonomous groups, and the fact that the 

movement is open to everybody encourages direct participation and the open circulation of 

information. 

 

This organization relies on anarchist principles, which Ward (1973: 58) has defined as “a 

network with no center and no directing agency”. The whole movement is organized around 
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the urge to challenge representative democracy, and by trying to use only direct democracy to 

organize the movement, activists show that another society is possible. OWS serves as a 

cultural [innovator] that challenge[s] dominant cultural codes while also developing new 

models of behavior and social relationships that enter into everyday life. (Melucci, 1989: 75) 

In other words, protesters prefigure another way to organize society and to create new 

commons (Caffentzis, 2012: 7). 

 

The movement also differentiates itself from more traditional leftists forces like political 

parties and unions because it favors “open participation over representation” (Graeber 2011) 

and do not wish to work within the system, because they feel that the institutions are the roots 

of the problem. In this way, OWS definitely belongs to these new movements (Juris, 2004, 

2005) that build new, horizontal, network-based organizational forms. 

 

Occupy Wall Street members base their decision-making process on discussions and debates, 

even if it means that it is sometimes hard to achieve a consensus. To enable discussions there 

must be opinions, relations and information to share, but there mainly needs to be people to 

share them. How did people hear of the OWS movement in the first place? How do they 

obtain information and updates? 

 

This is where social media come into action. 

 

Web 2.0 and social media 

 

The advent of Web 2.0 is recent but has changed the way everybody uses the Internet. As 

Kaplan & Haenlein (2010: 61) define, Web 2.0 is a “platform whereby content and 

applications are no longer created and published by individuals, but instead are continuously 

modified by all users in a participatory and collaborative fashion.” [emphasis added]. 

 

Web 2.0 is indeed an opposition to the way in which the Internet was seen in the past (Web 

1.0); nowadays User-Generated Content (UGC) is omnipresent and the Web has become 

social and its key word is sharing. The Internet is now multi-directional, collaborative, 

interactive, participatory, live and instantaneous (Petray, 2011: 924).  
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As a result, people who use it are instantly brought together by tens of thousands of websites 

that allow them to share information, discuss and even modify content, which is the reason 

why Wikipedia have preempted websites like Encyclopedia, in which no information can be 

altered or even subject to discussion.  

 

According to Forrester Research, 75% of Internet surfers used ‘‘Social Media’’ in the second 

quarter of 2008 by joining social networks, reading blogs, or contributing reviews to shopping 

sites (Kaplan & Hanelein, 2010: 59) and one can only imagine that the percentage has only 

gone higher in the last three years. Twitter, Facebook and YouTube are words that are today 

carved into the users’ minds and are usually used either as tools or for entertainment.  

 

Kaplan & Hanelein (2010) name six different categories of social media, four of which are of 

interest when it comes to social movements; collaborative projects, blogs, content 

communities (the sharing of media content between users like Flickr, YouTube, Vimeo, 

Slideshare) social networking (Facebook, Myspace), virtual game and virtual social world. 

The last two are less relevant, for World of Warcraft or Second Life are more aimed at 

entertainment and are not so much tools for social movement activists. 

 

Social media embody a particular shift in communication patterns, from one-to-one and one-

to-many to many-to-many collaborative communication (Van Den Dam, 2010: 64). People 

are no more just content consumers, as they have become content producers.  

 

Kietzmann and al. (2010) describe the seven facets of social media users experience, which 

are not mutually exclusive and do not all have to be present in social media activity. The latter 

are identity, conversations, sharing, presence, relationships, reputation and groups.  

When they say conversation, the authors mean that there is no more just one author for one 

piece of information, there is a clear online decentralization, in which everybody can become 

a content producer. Also, the degree of presence is very important for certain social media, 

when users need to know if the others are easily accessible and often available for discussion 

or data sharing. This is very relevant for social media which purpose is to assemble online 

people who will then do something together offline (for instance, to organize demonstrations 

or Flash Mobs).  
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As said above, certain facets are more preeminent and important in certain social media than 

in others.  

 

Figure 1. Contrasting the functionalities of different sites – In: Kietzmann and al. (2010: 248)) 

 

 
 

For instance, it is possible to assess that sharing is the main facet of YouTube, whereas the 

identity of the person who shares the video is not often relevant to the viewers as the content. 

On the contrary, Facebook users focus on building ties and relationships with one another and 

only then do they use these bonds to share information. 

 

In the end, social media have not been created by the people – social media websites are 

almost always controlled from corporate headquarters (Farris, 2011: 9) – but they are for the 

people and it is their deliberate action that can make a subject go “viral” (Kietzman and al, 

2010: 242).  

 

This is exactly what happens when the #Occupywallstreet or #OSW are trending on Twitter: a 

virtuous circle is forming; the more people tweet about the movement, the more chances it has 

of being re-tweeted and attract the attention of other users. On the other hand, this circle 

makes it all the more harder for a topic to “go viral” if nobody talks about it first. 
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This graph is the perfect illustration of how a hashtag like #Occupywallstreet was very 

popular at the beginning of the movement, but is now losing more and more attention as time 

passes.  

 

Figure 2. Source : Trendistic.com “See Trends in Twitter” with “Occupywallstreet” as 

search word  (13 February 2012) 

 

 
 

The line between Web 2.0 and Protest 2.0 is indeed very thin (Petray, 2011). The modes of 

networking are changing, the modes of social movements organizing are constantly evolving, 

and the ties between the latter and social media are constantly growing stronger. But what do 

these ties entail? To what extend to social media – as defined above – have an impact on 

social movements, and especially on Occupy Wall Street? 

 

Occupy Wall Street and the "inreach” and “outreach” purposes of social media 

 

In 2005, Juris (2005: 191) argued that “by significantly enhancing the speed, flexibility, and 

global reach of information flows, allowing for communication at a distance in real time, 

digital networks provide the technological infrastructure for the emergence of contemporary 

network-based social movement form.” [emphasis added] 

 

It seems almost natural today to affirm that the Occupy Wall Street movement has been 

relying a lot on social media. Nevertheless, one does not exactly know in which ways and for 

what purposes the latter are used. 
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Petray (2011) contends that there are both outreach and “inreach” purposes to using social 

media in a social movement. Landzelius (2006: 9) defined “inreach” purposes as “the 

dissemination of in-group information […] as well as the import of expert knowledge to the 

local level”. On the other hand, the outreach purpose is useful to target and reach people who 

are situated outside the movement. 

 

- Inreach Purposes 

 

Shirky (2008, 200-202) claims that the tools of Web 2.0 make it easier for like-minded 

individuals to find each other in spite of their physical separation. He explains that even if one 

was not precisely thinking about an issue or a movement, there are “dormant social tiles” that 

social media manage to awaken. Social media have thus a strong “bridging capital” because 

they bring together people who share some of the same values but might not have been in 

contact in any other way. 

 

For instance, when one sees that some of their “Facebook Friends” have “liked” the Occupy 

Wall Street Facebook Page (Occupy Wall St, 2011), it raises their awareness towards this 

particular topic and might encourage them to find out more about the movement through the 

said page. In the end it forms a sort of ever-growing pyramid of bonds, which results in the 

OWS Facebook page having (as of February 13th 2012) more than 368.000 fans. Everyday, 

the page is updated with new videos, photos or events of the movement, thus spreading ideas 

to people inside the same group who share some of the same values. 

 

Figure 3. Screenshot of a post on 12/17/11 directly added to the Occupy Wall Street Facebook 
page on the day of the events (Source: Facebook - Accessed on February 13th 2012) 
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On the inreach level, social media also strengthen collective identity (Petray, 2011), which is 

indubitably a vital factor in the participation and retention of movement members. On the 

Tumblr wearethe99percent.com (2011), people are encouraged to post their life stories, which 

are then all brought together on the same webpage. For the people who can then see their 

problems among those of others, knowing that they are not alone can make them feel part of a 

community, thus pushing them to share their thoughts, ideas or information even more. 

Facebook is also one of the strongest website that can bring people together with its “groups”, 

in which people can then talk, debate, share thoughts or opinions and even organize offline 

actions. 

 

Indeed, the main inreach purpose of social media is the opportunity for the members to 

tactically organize actions: they can coordinate themselves, set time and space for new 

physical occupations or joint actions. The best way to do that is through emails or “listserv” 

which allow activists to send information to other members with a simple click of the mouse 

(Petray, 2011: 931). 

 

Moreover, websites like Meetup.com offer the possibility to link offline and online tactics by 

setting up events. (Meetup, Occupy Together Page, 2011). “The best way to get people away 

from their computer is through the computer; you can't organize thousands of people in New 

York City [the way Occupy Wall Street has] without the web”, Jeremy Heimans said regarding 

the OWS movement (Kanalley, 2011). 

 

Thus, social media have managed to create a strong bond between the occupiers of Wall 

Street, even carrying out the message across the state borders (it is possible to name at least a 

dozen of Occupy movement in the United States, like Occupy Portland, Occupy LA and so 

on). Social networking makes the members who share some of the same values feel part of a 

community but yet are not against discussing and debating issues. Moreover, organizing 

online helps activists organize offline, being a much quicker, simpler and freer tool than door-

to-door, phone calls or letter writing action.   

 

In fact, éthe Internet facilitates global connectedness, even as it strengthens local ties within 

neighborhoods and households, leading to increasing glocalization. […] Movements activists 

are operating at both local and global levels, while seamlessly integrating both online and off-

line political activity.” (Juris, 2004: 191) 
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However, Petray’s (2011) theoretical framework does not only incorporate inreach but also 

outreach purposes. 

 

 

- Outreach Purposes 

 

The Occupy Wall St Facebook group is public, which means that anybody can go to the page 

and see the information that has been posted there. People do not need to be vigorous activists 

or even members to learn about the OWS movement and now about their future plans. Indeed, 

events are often posted, as are videos, pictures or texts. The idea is to shock people to appeal 

them, and then push them to revolt and join the cause. The Tumblr wearethe99percent.com 

has exactly the outreach purpose of outraging readers even if the latter are not part of any 

OWS online groups. 

 

Social media also have the capacity to spread an “ambient awareness” of issues  (Kaplan & 

Haenlein, 2010). For instance, tweets are very ephemeral and do not ask for any response; 

members who are mobilizing in “real life” can share their impressions and with a single 

hashtag manage to convey the atmosphere around what is happening in real life, in Zuccotti 

Park. For instance, a tweet like Vincente Cordoba’s (2012), who states that “the police in 

Oakland are literally picking a fight with #Occupy hoping the response will be violence” and 

adds a link to an article on Daily Kos (“Jpmassar”, 2012) which develops the story can both 

inform and scandalize non-members of the movement. 

 

The big outreach purpose of social media is indeed that it helps members spread information 

about what is going on offline. Thanks to YouTube, Twitter, Flickr, Blogs, Websites, 

Tumblrs, people know about thing they would never have heard about, were it not for the 

awareness raised thanks to social media. Casey (2011) takes the example of three new 

members of the OWS movement in New York City who have decided to come and act in 

Zuccotti Partk after having heard about the movement on Facebook and having actively 

discussed it online. As she comes back from a visit to the occupiers, Casey (2011) notes that 

“while tweets are pure language, photos break down the language barrier, and cameras are 

very much in evidence at Zuccotti Park”.  
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Social media users can then be an alternative to “mainstream media” if the latter do not take 

interest in the movement, by producing their own content and sharing it by themselves. 

Thompson (2011) explains indeed that at first the “mainstream media” were reluctant to talk 

about the OWS movement, because it was a group with “decentralized anarchist inspired 

methods that refuse ideological positions”, but then finally covered the issue when the number 

of people grew bigger and the level of organization became more and more complex and 

successful. 

 

Many studies have shown that the “mainstream media” select issues or organizations that 

have already become salient objects of media attention (Andrews, Caren, 2010: 856-857) and 

focus on those who “have greater organizational capacity, mobilize people through 

demonstrations or organizations, and use conventional tactics to target the state and media”.  

 

In his article about OWS, Kannaley (2011) argues that it was the content of social media that 

drew the attention of many in the mainstream media. Because so many people had spread 

pictures, videos and made inspiring speeches, the content carried by social media (Facebook, 

YouTube, Twitter, Flickr) had been then taken up by the mainstream media.  It is thus 

possible to extract three main reasons for the « mainstream media » attention towards the 

OWS movement: the growing number of its members, the horizontal, cooperative 

organizational skills developed by the latter and the innumerable objects shared online by 

activists (videos, images, sounds, links, texts) with the help of social media.  

 

The impact of social media on the Occupy Wall Street movement could then be illustrated 

with a timeline, while keeping in mind that the inreach and outreach impacts happen at all 

time during the process. 
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Figure 4. Scheme illustrating the impact of social media upon the Occupy Wall Street 

movement  

 

 
 

Going back to the “seven facets of social media users experience” (Kietzmann and al. (2010: 

248)), one can see that because social movements use and need so many of theses facets, 

using social networking and digital activism is almost inevitable for the activists.  

 

Many of the facets of social media correspond indeed to what social movements members 

need to organize, mobilize and evolve – especially in the OWS movement, which focuses on 

networking activism and not hierarchical organization –. If Twitter, YouTube or blogs are 

more for sharing (ideas, videos, pictures, etc), Facebook focuses on creating a strong sense of 

community between the members of OWS and links online and offline activism.  

 

 

The “honeycombs” from Kietzmann and al. (2010: 248) can then be superposed into a “super-

honeycomb” of the many facets used and required by social movements activists. 
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Figure 5. Super-Honeycomb of the functionalities of social media required and used by social 

movements activists (Source: Author) 

 

 
 

The OWS movement is not focused on reputation and only very little on identity; there is no 

hierarchy either in the movement or in social media and therefore nobody tries to come out of 

the lot. Nobody should be influenced because everybody can have a say, even if it sometimes 

makes General Assemblies in Zuccotti Park a bit chaotic (Hedges, 2011). This paper argues 

that because horizontal organizing is such a fundamental ground root in the OWS movement, 

reputation is overshadowed by consensus achievement and direct democracy action.  

 

However, social movement activists need to emphasize all the other facets of the 

honeycombs, and they manage to do so by combining the use of many different social media. 

If Facebook can enhance almost every facet, because it allows people to discuss, share, create 

groups and build relationships with others, the Occupy Wall Street websites and activists’ 

blogs show a definite strong presence, on and off the Internet. However, tools like Flickr, 

Twitter and YouTube are definitely the best – and most commonly used – by activists to 

share information about the movement and raise awareness outside of the OWS circle of 

members. Thus, if one social media only emphasizes certain facets, by exploiting all a lot of 

different types of social media – like one would use different tools –, the activists are 

juxtaposing them, thus creating this “super-honeycomb” and managing to cover all the 

aspects that are crucial to both inreach and outreach purposes of new social movements. 
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Limits to the “Power of the Hashtag” 

 

While writing about the Arab Spring and the role of social media during this movement, 

Farris (2008) wrote that even if it helps mobilize, coordinate, cooperate, in the end, one must 

not have unrealistic expectations about their potential to magically usher in a revolution.  

 

For instance, the movement is now losing some of the mainstream media’s coverage – mostly 

because the members have a “no demand” policy, as developed in the first part of this paper – 

and working in a horizontal, decentralized-networking way makes it all the more difficult to 

come to a consensus and organize clear actions. 

 

Petray (2011: 935) also mentions that “push-button activism” only needs low commitment, 

few effort and minimum participation to the movement. As of February, there are more than 

360.000 “likes” on the Occupy Wall St Facebook page, but there are certainly not as many 

people occupying Zuccotti Park. Supporters of the cause often only indicate their support by 

clicking a button from the comfort of their home (Petray, 2011: 935). It would thus be very 

easy to overestimate the degree of support to the cause (Farris, 2008), because if creating 

blogs, websites or forums is very easy, there are not as many people who would be ready to 

fight in real life to achieve certain goals – especially when these goals are very large –.    

 

Moreover, if one of the advantage of the Internet is that it allows people to create easily 

platforms of discussion, it also mean that everybody can do it and that the number of groups, 

websites, pages, or blogs is constantly growing. Somebody who wanted to take part of the 

OWS movement might then be a bit lost when it comes to joining a specific group.  

 

The best example of this problem is the #Occupywallstreet hashtag on Twitter, because 

people have been moving from the “#occupywallst” hastag to the shorter “#ows” (G.L. 2011), 

thus the real trend is hard to measure. Moreover, as Twitter functions as a virtuous circle – the 

more people tweet about a topic, the more chances it has of being re-tweeted – it become the 

very reason for the movement losing attention from the mainstream and social media. 
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The embodiment of direct democracy: Cyberactivism as a parable of new social 

movement organization? 

 

When one thinks about the Occupy Wall Street movement, one can easily relate it to alter-

globalization movements. The only thing that differs is the fact that OWS does less cross-

border information sharing for “inreach” purposes. However, its outreach purposes, even if 

United States-orientated, focus on very broad issues like freedom, democracy and contesting 

the drifting of capitalism, thus reaching out to an international audience – even if the actions 

of “occupying” are taking place mainly on American soil –.   

 

Juris (2004, 2005) considers that horizontal networking practices are generating new models 

of horizontal production and globally networked democracy. “Contemporary social 

movements are uniquely self-reflexive, as activists circulate their own texts and images 

through global networks in real time” (Juris, 2005: 201) 

 

The Occupy Wall Street movement is all about open participation, cooperation and horizontal 

networking. From Seatle (1999) to the multiplication of social or open-space forums, a new 

way of organizing social movements is born. Alinsky’s model (descibred in Castells, 1983: 

60-67) of community organization seems indeed pretty far away from the anarchistic structure 

of the Occupy Wall Street movement; as opposed to one community organizer not involved in 

the decision-making process who trains community leaders, the members of OWS are all 

invited to discuss and there are no emerging personalities who try to take the lead and make 

decisions for others. Activists are only relayers and exchangers (Juris, 2004) of information. 

Like in a Facebook group or on the OWS website’s forum, everybody has a right to comment 

and participate without any vertical scheme to follow; both social media and Occupy Wall 

Street emphasize decentralized cooperative social relations.  

 

It is thus possible to draw a parallel between the democracy for which the Occupy Wall Street 

protesters are fighting and the way things work on the Internet and inside social media. As 

new social movements that focus on networking and horizontal organizing are claiming a 

right to direct democracy, the Web 2.0 embodied the users’ re-appropriation of the Web’s 

contents, thus singularly changing the way people use the Internet, receive and process 

information or take part in movements. The resemblance is striking.  
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Conclusion 

 

Looking back on the start of the OWS movement, Caffentzis (2012) says: “though Twitter 

and Facebook were important, in the final analysis, the bodies and the site or place [… ]were 

still politically decisive, even sine qua nons for any revolutionary transformation.”. This 

paper agrees with this analysis.  

 

Social media have diverse, strong impacts on new social movements and especially on 

Occupy Wall Street. However, there are actions that are irreplaceable, like face-to-face 

communication, the sense of belonging to a community when one shares a tent with someone 

else or the impression that a change could occur while demonstrating for freedom and direct 

democracy. 

 

Moreover, for people to have images or videos of protests to share on social media, there first 

must be a protest to immortalize. A Facebook group can only bring together so many people, 

but if there is no concrete action offline, the demands are not likely to be heard. This is what 

Schultz (2008) means in his “Guide for Facebook activism” in which he recommends the 

creation of a location, external to Facebook, where members can visit when they are 

interested in becoming further involved in the movement.  

 

Indeed, there needs to be physical action in order to embody the virtual networks that have 

been formed on the Internet, and in order for these virtual, horizontal networks to be 

transposed offline and transformed into collaborative, self-directed, decentralized movements 

with direct democratic decision-making.  

 

What the Occupy Wall Street activists could tell themselves, to counteract the attacks they 

have to face, is that if it works online, and if it works in the Occupy camps, why would it be  

impossible for it to work everywhere else?
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