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This article examines the relationship betwesatial media, political
mobilizationand civic engagement in the context of stedents’ protests
in Venezuela of 2014. Thauthorsask whether thee technologies were
used by participants &atalytic elemento trigger the protests and amplify
them across the countoy if they were instead galvanizing factoamong
more general conditions. The analysises “cultural chaos and
“virality/contagiori as theoreticahpproachedo discussthese eventsn
order to provoke discussion around the relationship between protests and
social media.However, asthe authors clarify far from a techno
deterministic assumption thaeessocial meth has somehovhaving
agency in itself, their argumentatiy@ovocationhighlights itsrole as a
platformfor political engagement throudtmitation” and emotionsvhile
rejecting false dichotomies of rationality/irrationality among‘ttr@wd”
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Introduction

After the death of President Hu@havezin 2013,Nicolas Maduro,was elected
president of Venezuelay aslim majority in a contested election (Sagarzazu, 2014)
inherited a fragile economy in which deteriorating public finances met withspiiead
shortages of basic goods, high inflation, general power cuts and growing violent crime
rates (Kurmanaek Russo, 2014; Pons, 2014). The situation finally made catharsis in
2014 when students and other segments of society took to the streets to protdghagains
government (Cimea& Ore, 2014; Robertson, 2014)situation which was referred to by
governmenbfficials asguarimbas(Vargas, 2015).

This article examines the relationship between social media, pofitadailization
and civic engagement in the context of the students’ protests in Venezuela of B@14. T
authors askwhether these technologies were used by leaders and participants as a
catalytic element to trigger the protests and amplify them across the couritrihey
were instead a galvanizing factor among more general condiffai®wing similar
researchwhich claims that viral media have played a key role in Spanmignados
movement (Postill, 201), we usevirality/contagion(Sampson, 2012) and cultural chaos
(McNair, 2006)as theoreticahpproaches tanalyzethese events, while examining their
limitations and shortcomings in the context of the Venezuelan society.

We start by contestingechnedeterministic claimsthat seethe use ofthese
technologies apivotal in instigatingthese protestAlternatively, our findingssuggests
that if well they wereaused to coordinate protest efforts by some of the student leaders,
their most important role waseverthelesdo facilitate a“mimetic effect among the
many, one that it is refer to in cultural studies‘@mntagion” (Sampson, 2012, p. 159)
andwhich happened in the context af cultural chaos (McNair, 2006)fosteredby a



new “media ecology (Strate, 2006) The concept of medi@mformation ecologiehas

been used as #heoretical explanatory framewakby some authors (Dahlberg
Grundberg, 2015Rinke & Roder, 2011Trerei, 2012) tostudy protests andstudent
movements/collectiveln his work, Emiliano Trereifor example,highlight the ce
evolutionary nature of these ecologies in which actors learn and adapt as §2gd®ip

while Michael Dahlberg-Grundbergn the Arab Spring underlines from his own data
how some modern social movements and their technological keystones may work
according to hybrid logics in the context of these ecologies (2015).

Following theseworks, we also conceptualizéne phenomenon of reproduction
and rapid dissemination of the protests in Venezuela in terms -ef/aiotion and
hybridity. Our thesis is that thislearning and adaptatibnhappened in parallel to
different logics. We think, however, that learning and adaptation of protestersescas
a process oimitation. In order to investigate this thesmir ownresearch utifled a mix
method approach, which included trianging semistructured interviewsnd content
analysis of the media. The findings suggest that social media did not triggeretrents,
although the data does underline that they were used to orchestrate protests and as
channels of communicatioamongprotesters. These findings algalicate that social
mediawas used as @ollectivenon-geographical spader imitation.

This “contagion” effect in our view, has been verypowerful in orchestrang
mobilizationas protesters canmit notnecessarily to engagdth the political agenda of
theleadergpromoting the protestsutalso becausthey mimicthe behavioof others To
be sure, protests in Venezuela have been happening all the-ditheugh not as
widespreag—even amongHugo Chavezs supporters when heas stillin powerand the
country’s public finances were far from struggliag nowadaysTl herefore,these typesf
protestscannot be narrowly seen in binary terms of government versus oppositiam
terms oftraditionalpolitical rationalitybut needo be appreciated as a social practice that
can be linked to the category of freedom of expresgBargarella, 2008)To be sure,
protests in Venezuela have been traditionally usechighlight issuesthat liberal



institutionshave not addressed@he fad thatpeopleprotestdoes not mean that they are
not supportive of the government or thia¢y have engagedomehowwith the political
agenda of the oppositiofCanizalez 2013) but simply that they are trying toecome
visible to and connect with those in power.

The Protests and theStudents

There is little that indicates the existence of a structured student movement
capable omobilizing large segments of the population in Venezuela. Moreover, some of
these students’ movements are appendixes of the political parties in opposition (Sosa,
2014). Indeedmost of the students’ protests came from both the national autonemous
not managed by the central governmed private universities, both with velitle
Chavistasupport inside thergiven the social background of studefitse suggestion is
that therds a class elemeni the interplay as the protests were lbgdmiddle and upper
classindividuals who have seen a deterioration in their life standandistraditional
entitlementgVenEconomia, 20059nd who have been tite core oflie opposition to the
government (Ito Ceron, 2014

However we also question the government’s conspiracy narrative that they were
“just” orchestrated efforts by the right to overthrow the government (TeleSur, 2014), even
though there is clear evidenoé past involvement of the opposition to do that2002
(Hernandez, 2004; Lug@cando & Romero, 2002However, here is no hard evidence
that these protests were part olvaler plan againstNicolas Maduro, neither the large
extents of these protests make it likely that they were somehow part of aneteaddi
effort funded by foreign powers (Nikandrov, 201&/N, 2014b) as it is unlikely that
these forces had that capacitymobilize people in suclextent

On the contraryparticipationin these protest&/as mostly spontaneou#s such
they became spaces in which discontent converged butays that reflectednot only
frustrations towards the curtailing ofiddle clasdiberal aspirationsdut alsoexpressed



the type of struggles for social rights that we saw in the past frararkersunions The
students were able tgalvanizethe discontent regarding shortages of food in the
supermarkets, limitations in housing provisions, crime, inflation and job prospdes,
also refledng the anger against diminishinkperal entittements that the middle class
had.

Overall, “protests” have often been defined asites of contestations in which
bodies, symbols, identities, practices and discourses are used to pursue or prevent
changes innstitutionalizedpower relations (Taylor, V., & van Dyke, N., 2004, p. 268).

As such, they are spaces of temporary convergehpesistance, discontent and overall
power in which the individual become part of what historically has been called the
“crowd’ (Canetti, 1962; Gassetl93Q Le Bon, 1895. This crowd can exercise
collectively power in ways in which the individual cannot.

We alsoidentify with the concept of protests througisthnDewey’s (1927 notion
of “the publi¢” which comes into existence by its association with a particgdaiof
issues. Accordingly, protests happen as a consequence of inadequate institutional
channels to either address the issue or hear the voices of discontent. The heaker t
institutional channels are the more likelihood of protests taking place liberal
democracy. Thereforeheé lack of credibility and trust in thigberal institutionsis a
powerful encouragement for protests to happen (Levi & Stoker,)2000

In the case of Latin Americthere have &en some important studies about the
protests (Lopez Maya, 1999; Machad®xartascini& Tommasi, 2011; Yashar, 2005).
Most of theseworks have focused on how protests have affected politics and how they
link with transnational resistanamovementsagainst thepower of the elites and the
imposition of nediberal policy. Other studies havdooked at how these resistance
movements articulated the power base for today'saefyy governmentsn that continent
(Arditi, 2009). However, as Susan Eckstein (1989) pointatkither political science
paradigms of regime types nor theories of social movement have been ableuatelgleq



explain why segments of the population at times go out and protests while othdr stay a
home” (1989, p. 1). It is a conundrum to which Antoi@oamsci(1950)dedicated many
pagesn his own work.

To problematizethis further, students’ protests present a series of elements that
fall out of the classssumptions. To start with, most students in the higher education
come either from the upper orddle classes (Leher, 20)L Despite this, most studies on
students’ protests have highlighted theanguard status that these movements enjoy
within the public imaginary in terms of both resistance and contestimpgpwer. The
overall role played by students protests have been studied in the past. Fisemiinal
work of Jirgen Habermasl468 to more recent works on China (Calhoun, 1997),
passing by Singer’s examination of theenchMay of 1968 (1970). In all thesstudies,
students’ protests have been presented as an element that challenges those in power

In the case of Venezuelhere is also &istoryof students’ protestagainst power
This includes the 1928 student movement against the dictatorship ofideateMGomez
(Arellano, 1988; Figueroa, 2008), the incorporation of students into the guerrillaavarfar
of the 1960s (Denova, Tarve& Rivas, 2004) and the students protests against the
structural adjustmergrogramsof the 1980s (Pérelzindn, 2008).Pregsely because the
role of students against the dictatorshime Constitution of 1961 awarded most national
universities“autonomy” from central governmentyhich in addition prohibited police
and military forces from going inttheir grounds (AVNc, 2014)Indeed, the history of
studentsprotests in Venezuelaas beemainly associatetb and constrain withithese
university spaces.

This conceptualizationof students’ protests as spatial realitiga which
discontent is able to converge and express itself as radical contestation of igowe
pivotal in understanding why and how social media has been incorporated into these
protests.This notion suggests Hat the use of social media allowed the projection of
influence and power beyond the physical boundaries of university autonomic dpaces.



also indicateghat it was technology that all@s these protests to spread across the
country.

Contagion Efect

Although only 40% of the population in Venezuela has permanent access to the
Internet (Tendencias, 2015gtudentswere able to project their message of discontent
widely asthey had theresources and knowledge to access social n{8diddna, Bringué,

& Calderin, 2011)in a scenario in whichmobile devices had become the main
communication platformdor access(Bonina & llla, 2008) and despitetraditional
“mainstream news medideing now overwhelmingly controlled by or extremely
susceptible to governmepbwer’ (Cafizalez, 2014, p. 160). Students using social media
acted asopinion leaders(Schramm,1955)allowing different elements to converge and
to produce unexpected outcomes; in other woadmedia ecologyhat unleasled the
destabilizingmpact of digtal communication technologies (McNair, 2006).

Paradoxically, it wasinder Hugo Chavez that Venezuela increased its access to
the Internet and made a priority the use of social media (EFE, 2011; MastiRézo
Diaz 2104). Politically speaking, this was done to offer otiirnative spaceseyond
the traditional mainstreammedia which at the time was mostly controlled by the
opposition and economic elites (Lu@rando& Romero, 2003). The strategy was
directed at increasing public presence ofgowernment voices, social organisations and
citizens in the public sphere to counterbalance the then hegemony of the povately
media. It was under Chavez that the political struggles were taken to tnd gphce,
“especially after the coup in April 2002Lozada, 2004, p. 170yhich highlighted how
vulnerable the governmentwas in relation to connectingand mobilizing with its
supporters.

Due to these sets of policies, the novelty of these technologies and a marked
increase in the average income of the population, Venezuela saw an exponenttal grow



of almost 300% in the number of Internet users (AVN, 2014ahe of the most avid
groups inadopting these technologies were the fBovernment Organisations and other
groups often associated with the-cadled civil society (Urribarri, 2011, p. 48).
Nevertheless, according Raisa Urribarri, a researcher in the area, there were already
importantindications of the intention of the government to control these spaces and other
problems derived from the expansion of the user base,

If well between the years 2000 and 2011 the State in Venezuela
developed a set of programs and public policies direatedcreasing

the access to the Weboing from a penetration of3%to 3657%—

it is also important to highlight that the government’s own
communication conglomerate, CANTYV, literally monopolizes the
Internet provision by controlling over 99 of the maket with an
average speed of less than a megabyte per second (1Mbps). The tragic
paradox is that while the number of people connected grow, the quality
of the Internet connection has deteriorate. All this, while the
government increases its grip of the net. (Urribarri, 2011, p. 50)

During this time, pregovernment voices also started to talk alibaeneed for‘a
new media hegemohy(Canizalez, 2018 p. 30) that could counterbalance what they
saw as counterevolutionary movements orchestrated by the fgimy sectors. These
pro-government voices specifically refer to the articulation of a general coroatiom
strategy that would use social media order to create alternative spaces of
communicationand propagand@/TV, 2013). By the time the protests broke outet
media ecologyvas highlydensifiedwith new voices and channels.

The Spark

The first protests took place in the cities of Mérida and San Cristobal in the sout
West of Venezuela (Lopez Maya, 2014). However, it was after the assassifathe



students Bassil Alejandro Da Costa on February 12, 2014 thes pihetests spread to
other cities. His death wascordedand uploaded t¥ouTubgRamirez 2014), becoming

a viral phenomenon. Seeing this cold blood killing in an environment in which people
were identified with the students lead to mass protests. Vedhatved, in our view,
reflectsthe phenomenon dfcontagion by empatiy(Sampson, 2012, p. 155) in which
there was not only empathy towards Da Costa and his family, but alsoedespment
against the government. Regarding this, journalists and blogger Luis Carlos Diaz,
comments,

There was an emotional break between the government and large
segments of the younger population who say on You Tube how
presumably members of the secret service, Sebin, shot in cold blood
that students. It was an emotional momiat | would personally best
describe as the moment that young people in Venezuela, particularly in
certain segments, loss their innocence. It was then and there that they
realize that traditional channels would not work for them and that they
were inded facing a different type of regiménterview with Luis
Carlos Diaz on November 11, 20Xaracas, Venezugla

According to some estimatespver 800.000 people went to the stréets
(Uzcategui, 2014, p. 153). Thisecameone of the biggest studembobilization in
Venezuela’s recent history and according to most polls at the time, it hadsupgdert
from the general public who saw them as legitimate (IVAD, 2014). In the fabéspthe
government found it impossible to downplay them. Instead, they optedftandihise
those participating in them by criminalizitige students and presenting the protests in the
official narratives aguarimbas(VTV, 2014), a slogan that is often used for vandalism
perpetrated by anarchistic groups. According to Amnesty Intenazt(2014) dozens of
students were incarcerated and hundreds were injured in the crackdown that followed.



The government has repeatedly claimed that the student protests were
orchestrated by the opposition with the support of the United States of Anteric
overthrow Maduro (AVN, 2014b) and certainly there is evidence that some of the leaders
of these protests were heavily involved with the paditics of the opposition
(Konducta, 2014). Nevertheless, the size and magnitude of these events leaubtno do
that there were more complex factors in the interdhawilar protests in the pastere
confined to the autonomic areas of the emsities or their adjacencies but this was the
first time that that such type of protests would spread so widely anoangrsydifferent
segments ofociety It is this multiplying effect that calls for further analysis. Why where
so many people drawn into these protests? Why where these protests ralplecend the
small geographical autonomic areas of the univerdiiethe first tim& Moreover, given
the limitations regarding the background of the participants and the nathesrasverall
political discoursehow were they able to reach out to so many people simultaneously?

Traditional literature h&pointed outat austerityprograms decreasing living
standards and poliderutality as having a pivotal role in triggering these type of events
(Newburn, 2011). For examplne United Kingdomsaw similar protests in the past such
as the ones that occurred in Bristol in 1980 and in Brixton (Londod) Taxteth
(Liverpool) in 1981 In al cases there weraleaeasing living standard, racial
discrimination andalso police brutality. However, nonef these events transcended
relatively small geographical areas in the UK. The difference between theseuprevio
events and th@011 London riots-which spreadsimultaneously across many cities in
the UK—was according to some authors, the newedia ecology This allowed for
protesters to connect with occurring events and with each other across thdildK
bringing into play simultaneously a series of elements and evéntdlective
intelligencé (Lévy & Bonomo, 1999) and shared political imaginaridss research has
recognizedhe rolethatsocial media played in amplifyinfpese typesfcevents (Dan&
Richards, 2011)Accordingly, thenew media ecologypecamea medium in which a
variety of elementgalvanizedto foster the imitating of political actions terms of
contagion/virality



Scholars such asglenry Jenkins haveevertheles<riticized the metaphor of
“virality,” suggesting to use insteaspreadability because itecognizeshuman agency
(Usher, 201Q) Nonethelesswe continue to adopt the terfwirality” in our own work
because fowus agency doesot necessarily translates in confroiot even individual
control. Contrary to Jenkins, we ségirality” as an argumentative metaphor, which
implies human agency/intervention although not necessarily the ability to contset
direction to protests as social practicdhe use of“virality” as anargumentative
provocationimplies that the messages can takide of its own with the sole purpose of
surviving and thriving in the new media ecology, something that does not precludes
human agency.

Spreading theWord

We find the logics of virality useful, particularly in relation to the formation of the
“crowd’ and in the context of contagidrecause,

The chaotic rhythm of contagious encounter is indeed easy to observe
but not so easy to control. Certainly, unlike the assumed substance of
the memetic unit, the incorporeal material of affective contagion has a
distinct ungraspability(Sampson, 2012, p. 95)

Sampson and other scholars (Borch, 2006; Nye, 18&3® beerclearin their
own work about the tendencgf early authorssuch as Gabriel Tarde (1841304),
Gustave Le Bon (18411931)and José Ortega y Gass€t883-1955) to psychologize
participative social movements. @halso have remained about the disdain towartte
crowdsthat Tarde and Le Bon felt, wheaw it as the “masses of lower class urban
dwellers with little rationality and acting on primal instindidoreover,generations of
social movement scholars have produce a comprehensive critique against tdetanthr
Le Bon and written extensively about alternative explanations.



Having said that, we still believe that the exponential growth of the students
protestin Venezuelacan still be eaminedusing thelaws of Repetitiorand Adaptation
We also think Le Bon’s mental unity princigalstill valid as a tooin scrutinizehow the
crowd “absorbs the individuals into the suggestibility of the mg®ampson, 2012, p.
169). According to Le Bon’s mental unity of the crowds’ principde meme,

Under certain given circumstances, and only under those
circumstancesan agglomeration of men presents new characteristics
very different from those of the individuals composing it. The
sentiments and ideas of all the persons in the gathering take one and the
same direction, and their conscious personality vanishes. Atoalec
mind is formed, doubtless transitory, but presenting very clearly
defined characteristics. The gathering has thus become what, in the
absence of a better expression, | will call an organized crowd, or, if the
term is considered preferable, a psychmalgcrowd. It forms a single
being and is subject to the law of the mental unity of cro{asBon,

2003 [1895], p.46)

For Le Bon, who had witnessed the Paris Commune, the rise of Georges Ernest
Boulanger, and the Dreyfus Affair, there were events @htglvanizea multiplicity of
elements and which ultimately lead to theobilization of large segments of the
population. In this case, he suggested, people behave differently as individuals than when
they are in a group.

Sampson (2012points out that in an age of interactivity, tffimemé effect
transcends the physical boundaries and can spread more widely andTfastefore,
given the right conditions, a protest can become an epidemic in a matter of &kiagg, t
a life of its own This doesnot howeveprecludes agency from the different participants:
on the contrary, the virality metaphor suggests that the protests acquire its exvda ag



and dynamicsthrough imitationamong individuals, which would explain why the
protests inVenezuela grew so fastespite the leaders of the opposition lacking the
political appeal tomobilize the protest{when the leaders of the opposition Leopoldo
Lépez andMaria Corina Machado initially called for people to proteststhe streets
only few undertook their call).

Sampson argues that in certain cases empathy becomes a means of gontagion
which indicates that “emotionality can play a key role in protests Far from an
indictment of lack of consciousness among students and members of the public when
joining these protests, the metaphor of virality/contagion reminds us of the false
dichotomy between rationality/irrationality and rationality/emotionalityrétation to
humanpolitical behavior In this contextthe studentsvereseen as legitimate protesters
and as acceptable role modelglraning parallelswith those British youngsteljgining
ISIS nowadays) The fact that their words and actions spread thrdugtter, Facebook
andYou Tubeonly added to that legitimacy of participating in these pro@sthere was
no apparent mediation between them and the general public who could listen and see
them directly.

Sampson (20129Iso suggests thatdlprocess of contagiois temporary and that
it declines and died asa virus daees This “temporality means that the contagion effect
somehow subsides over a relatively short period of time, something that would also
explained why the students’ protests decelerated its spread after swke and then
declineduntil stalling However, this isnot an entirely satisfactory explanatioas we
recognize that heavyhanded policeand military interventionto crack down the
protesters, the imprisonment of key opposition leaders and a sustain campaign in the

Yt is important to clarify that by using the notion“obntagion” Sampson is not passing
judgment, despite the usual negative connotations of the word. He is just using it to
metagorically describe certain patterns of behaviour,



mediacriminalizing and delegitimizing the students hagerhaps anore crucial part in
waning down the protests.

It is also possible, according to some journalists covering those events, that the
prolonged perception of anarchy and disorder was in itself a driving force for the
protesters losing legitimacy e public eyes and motivefor many to withdraw from
the protests. Rogelio Suarez, journalists and news editor oRd&kde Fe y Alegria
broadcast network in the West of Venezuela, points out,

There was a sense after a while that it was too much, that the protests
were going nowhere. That tiguarimba% were only making things
worst. After a while, the protests themselves became in the eyes of
many people the problem(interview with Rogelio Sérez on
November 10, 2014 in Maracaibo, Venezuela)

Here the metaphor of virus also useful, asollective perceptions can also halt
imitation once they reach a saturation level in which the host body is Killkelanalogy
here is clear, as the host body in this case is a public sphere that litpztdly
oversaturatesvith information overloagdleadingto disengagement of the individuals.

Despitetheoretical limitations, Sampsons’ approach can help us uaddrbetter
why the protest spread so fast and to so many places simultaneously. Meanwhile,
McNair’'s assumption that in the age of cultural chaos the new media ecology can
enhancedistribution of content by brining complexity into the equation also help us
understand why this contagion became possible in the first place in a countmcim w
mainstream media spaces as institutional channels to express discontentcaort@de
increasingly curtailethy political polarizationand government censorship.

Blackout and Beyond



Indeed, by 2014 the Venezuelan government exercised control over most of the
mainstream media and it had a firm gmarticularly, onthe broadcastingector(Bisbal,
2011 Canizélez, 2010; RSF, 2010It did so mostly by reformulating the legal
framework that regulated media ownership and broadicastses(Ramirez Alvarado,
2007), ‘allocating almost discretionally government advertisif@anizalez 2010, p. 63)
and access to hard currency to buy paper, equipment and spare parts (EFE, 2014). Where
mediacontrol was not possible, the governmesed the judicial systems to prosecute
media owners and journalists (FIP, 2009) while suppoemjencowagng the buyout of
oppositional media outlets by groups and individuals with close links to the government
(El Nacional, 2014).

Our own data suggests that the mainstream media effectively trimihimize
the students’ protestss it is standard pracé in most societiesA sample of stories
published in the newspapeE$ Nacional Ultimas Noticiasand elCorreo del Orinoco
during the months of the protests (February to April) show that they did not received
ample coverage as one might expect. EverElinNacional the only of the three
newspapers that identifies itself openly with the opposijist46% of the stories of the
protests had a pictu@nd only 36% made it to the front page. More important was the
fact that all three newspapers articulatldir stories using politicians and government
officials as main sources instead of the students.

The broadcast medialso downplayed the protests. Examining audisual
archives from two key television channélenevisidbnand Televenduring the monttof
March 2014t is possible to see that the overall coverage of the protests was limited to
the news segments and to brief sections of these. Although there are wdemth
leaders of the opposition and human rights activists, students themsealvai but
absent in these reports. Botenevisionand Televenclaim to be the‘independent”
channels and portray their reporting as unbiased. Nevertheless, our sample of the



coverage of these events suggest that the use of official sources and thii aatish of
the actual protests were characteristics of the news coverage in those days.

In terms of audience reach, the overall news media landscape failed to connect
with the typeof decentralizegbolitics that are populaamongyounger people. Therefore,
it is notsurprisng that both the students and important segments of the public relied more
on social media t&now what was really happening. Research carried out just after these
events indicate that the use of social mediavigions such aslwitter “increased
significantly during the days of the protés{érenas, G. and Delgado, C., 2014, p. 70).
This body of researcsuggestshat the increased use Diitter andFacebookalso saw a
politicization in the nature of the msage being exchanged. That meant that not only
people were using more social media, but they were also using it to discuss andeexchang
political messages.

There is in addition evidence that social media was used to create a space of
protection against police brutality in a similanannerin which in the past the
universities’ autonomic spaces offered refligethe protesters. For Melanio Escobar, a
Twitter user who became prominent during the students’ protests as he gather and
published the names, pictures and locations of people being detained by the police, the
national guard and the intelligence services, the question was simple,

| felt that unless we gathered and publiskieel names of those being
detained, something could happen to them. In South America we have a
long tradition of disappearances, people who are arrested and then
vanishes for eve(Interview with MelanioEscobar on November 21st,
2014 in Caracas, Venezugla

In fact, Escobar explains also that the usé&vwafter andFacebookncremented in
part because it also became a system oftsénse,



Those of us who were taking part of the protests notice from the start
that it was in those marches and situations in which there were no
journalists present in which most of the deaths in the hands of the
police occurred. These deaths happened duringgisoin which there

was no one reporting in social media. In fact, there is no traces of
Daniel Tinoco’s assassination nor of Robert Redman. There is no
evidence or public register of the deaths of Génesis or Adriana
Urquiola. We also notice that when péopvere filming or taking
pictures, the police and the armed forces seemed to behave in a more
constrained manner regarding the use of force. It then became obvious
that we had to gathered and disseminate this information. That meant
asking people in the anches to take pictures and record footage with
their mobile devices and then upload them to the Internet using social
media. Once that was there, we all started to Tweet so people could
become aware of what was happenirftnterview with Melanio
Escobar o November 21st, 2014 in Caracas, Venezuela)

According to him, the use of social media was not only a matter of dissemination
but also responded to the need to reduce uncertainty and anxiety among tles faimili
the students who had been arrested or injured,

| personally visited Fuerte Tiufend other places. | managed to
compile the names of nearly 3.000 people who had been detained. |
published their names and in many cases their pictures thanks to
amateur photographers in the place. Thanks to tinaitiés, relatives

and friends of those under arrest were able to know where their loved
ones were being held. | also know that other Twitter users did similar

2 Fuerte Tiuna is the main headquarters for the armed forces, but also became a etzsgioa d
centre during the students protest.



things from the hospitals and even from the morgues. The whole point
was to reduce uncertainty dinanxiety among the public. Let’s
remember that there was literally a blackout of the mainstream media
and social media was the only channel we had to communicate these
things.

People also usesocial media‘to set the record straightJosé Leonardo Ledn
Avendafo, a broadcast journalist who is managing news director of the radio network
Circuito Radial de la Universidad de los Andaisd a partime stringer for Thomson
Reuters in the city of Mérida, where some of the biggest and more intense pomtksts t
place, explains what he saw those days,

People were using Twitter to disseminate the pictures of who were causing
the vandalism and the destruction of property. It was not the students, but
the pregovernment groups calléttolectivos” These quasi paramilitary
groups, heavily armed and protected by the police itself, patrolled the city
searching for protesters while vandalizing houses, buildings and offices.
People wanted to show what was really happening as this was not being
reportel by the mainstream media. They felt perhaps that at least in that
way they were showing the impunity with which these people were acting
(Interview with José Leonardo Leon Avendafio on November 21st, 2014 in
the city of Mérida, Venezuéela

The universities themselves as institutions seemed to have played a role in
disseminating the messages about the protests, although indirectly. As Rogetin, &
radio journalist based in Maracaibo points out,

It was curious to notice, for example, that the three main universities in
the state of Zulia, URBE, LUZ and UNICA were constantly updating
information to their students and members of staff using their official



Twitter accounts. In these updates they informed people when they
were open, when they were closaihe could assume because protests
or in which of their campuses there were particular problems. In so
doing, they were practically mapping the geography of the protests, so
if someone wanted to go, they knew exactly where to go. There is no
doubt in my mind that the use of the institutional social media accounts
by these universities gave indirectly information about the protests.
There were also unofficial accounts of groups or individuals closely
linked to these universities who not only provided similar information,
but went beyond to give far more detai(fnterview with Rogelio
Suarez on November 10, 2014 in Maracaibo, Venezuela)

Having pointed this outthis increase in the use of the social media at the time
does not explain in our view why the contagion effect happened so quickly. Why did it
translate into political action among so mamysuch a short period of tirfddria Puyosa
offers a possible interpretation for this, &he propagatiorof political ideas happens
only when a critical mass of nods gets connéci{@®14, p. 42). In other words, the
digital platforms provide an opportunity for the protesters to reach that lcnitécss, after
which the protests just became vitapeed) Puyosa argues that thanks to this, political
ideas can bypass the barriers createdddgrization which until then had prevented each
side from reaching the other’s constituencies.

Puyosa nonethelessalso warns that in those protests it was not possible to
identify a core leadership. Between February and April of 2014, as she poiriighart,
people took to the streets, the politicians and student leaders tried in vain to itkerpret
actions in a cherent mannér(2014, p. 45). Indeed, the movement failed to create or
even to set the basis for a more collective identity that could respond to the discontent
that lead to the protests in the first plaBecause of théack of cohesionor centrality
the temporality of the movement was sealed. For Luis Carlos Diaz,



The use of social media during the students’ protests amplified the
scandal and stirred the anger and frustration against the government.
But at the end it failed to articulate a civil aganthat somehow was
able to synthesized people’s aspirations and deméndstview with

Luis Carlos Diaz on November 11, 2014 in Caracas, Venezuela)

Does this mean that without political rationalyollowing emotional
contagion/virality—is not possible to achieve a more permanent change or long standing
agenda? Well no, because participatiyrmeans of emotional imitation can also lead to
rational innovation in politicsFor, Sampson (2012)who is coming from a cultural
studies perspdive, is precisely imitatiorthatallows society ta@reate new things. By this
he means that once contagion occurs and is replicated among many, there will be
variance and it is from this variance that we can expect change and innovation.

This variation, in the case of Venezuela, can mean new forms of doing politics
and engaging with the publiGtudent participation, at least partiallgid occur by
imitation andit meant that thousandieecame alspoliticizedin ways in which they were
not previously. Because of it they are starting to discover new ways of dolitica
engagement. The questjonowever,is: What type of engagement are they learning
under these circumstances? For Jesus Urbina, journalist, bloggepmaidssor omedia
studesat the Universidad déulia,

What the use of Twitter and Facebook showed during the protests is
that their use reflected in many ways some of the worst aspects of our
own political culture. If you think about it, they were not used to
articulate spaces for democratic dialogue and litdtgon. Instead,

they were used to designed bubbles of contestation, making it even
more difficult to speak to each other, which is what democratic society
ought to be doing; at least in those areas in which dialogue could bring
some sort of shared view of the future. Instead, social media was used



in the same manner we tend to use television, newspapers and the rest
of the traditional media, to further delimit our own spac¢kgerview
with Jesls Urbina on November 10, 2014 in Maracaibo, Venezuela

Indeed, if well social media has brought innovation in terms of political
engagement, the key problem remains; the absence of spaces for dialogue in which
people can exchange ideas, views and shared preoccupations.

Conclusions

At no point has been ountention to suggest that the students protest in
Venezuela can be solely explained by psychology or tedeterministic perspectives
which remain the key characteristics of Virality and Cultural Chaos as themret
approaches. On the contrary, we haned to highlight their profound limitations as
explanatory frameworks. Having said thete did find them useful as instruments of
argumentative provocation, which as Niklas Luhmann (1995) said, can be precious to
opening new understandings. Neitlage wesaying that these technologies either hinder
dialogue or fostela more inclusivepublic sphereper se It has been insteadses’
practices and political cultureharacterizedby extremepolarizationandviolence, which
hasstoppedolitical dialogue from happeningmong the different actars

Our argumentativeprovocationhave been carried out iarder to explore the
power of those using thesechnologes in fosteing emotional links among participants
and participation and civic engagements in ways that Venezuela had notrsgear$o
This is a process thdeffrey S. Juris has called themerging logic of aggregativn
which is able of assembling masses ioflividuals from diverse backgrodas within
physical spaces (2012, g59) We havesuggestd that thislogic of aggregation can
happen also in meigeographical termdn light of this we call for uture research to
explore how to make social mediapace in which we all learn and innovate through the
imitation of dialogue rather than as an extended trench for propagangalangation



At this point,is worth revisiting the history of the first democratic spaces for
dialogue that were creat@uLatin America,“when universities were awarded autonomy,
free from central government intervention, this was done to give them the freedom t
debate ideds (Cordero, 1959, p. 8)indeed, ®ce the university reform in Cordoba
(Argentina) of 1918, this autonomy was understood not only as geographicas space
protected from central powertervention butalso as anetageographicallyencounter for
dialogue, knowledge and political participation amangdividuals. In these spaces,
academics were given autimyto teachand researctwvhile studentsvereencouraged to
imitate that same contestation to powadadvancedemocratic citizeship. It is perhaps
time then that wdearn from thesdessonsand usesocial mediao developspacs for
autonomic dialogue in which people and governments can engage with ideas and views
without feeling excluded or threaten and in which imitatioaly translate into
democratic innovation.
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