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Prologue

Truth and Technology in the
Age of Digital Witnessing

LILIE CHOULIARAKI

User-generated content (UGC), especially mobile phone footage from
conflict zones, has challenged journalists’ monopoly on the storytelling
of war, raising questions about disinformation and fake news. It is, in
particular, the truth status of uc that monopolizes public and scholarly
debates on conflict reporting: Is the image real? Who is it attributed
to? What was the context in which it was taken? What interests may
it be serving? These are important and urgent concerns; however,
this discussion challenges this dominant agenda by asking what the
cost is of an exclusive focus on truth. I argue that it is important for
us to take a step back from this dominant “paradigm of veridiction,”
which centres on truth as the only journalistic requirement for ugc
reporting, and to turn our attention to the geopolitical ramifications
of how that content is produced and mediated - to what, after Yuval
Harari, I call the “paradigm of flesh witnessing.” This move from the
institutional to the geopolitical opens up a new space for us to think
about uGc not simply as a genre of conflict reporting but also as a form
of embodied communication that is conducted under conditions of risk
to life. Within the paradigm of “flesh witnessing,” mobile phone users,
from civilians to militants to humanitarian workers to refugees, are
simultaneously conflict participants, who may die or kill as they film,
and it is precisely this embodied fragility of reporting that turns their
stories into important moral and emotional appeals for global news
publics. Flesh witnessing, I argue, signals a new practice of listening
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to the voices of conflict that, by drawing attention to how these actors
speak and what they say, has the potential to restore conflict reporting
as a testimony to bodily vulnerability.

My discussion focuses on social media images from uGc recorded
in crisis and conflict zones. I reflect on the ways in which such images
and news stories are contextualized and used in Western journalism.
I am concerned about the kinds of rationalities that drive this work of
contextualization. What are the dominant frameworks within which
it is possible to conceptualize, speak about, and manage such content,
in academic but also professional and public discourse?

I am also concerned about the implications of such rationalities for
crisis and war reporting — that is, the way they shape our understanding
of migration flows and conflict zones. Put another way, does uGc really
change how we engage with conflicts and crises? The questions I am
asking are these: How is the use of ugc discussed in the academic world,
professional practices, and the public sphere? Can uGc really make a
difference in the ways we engage with conflicts and crises?

The first rationality of ugc, the techno-institutional rationality of
convergence, is a rationality that celebrates sharing and connectivity
through digital platforms. It celebrates the fact that we can sit at home
and watch on our phone the footage of an illegal crossing filmed on
another phone’s camera by a refugee sailing in the Mediterranean - ugc
as a techno-institutional process of convergence; uGc as an ethico-
political process of witnessing.

The second rationality is that of uGc as ethico-political process
of witnessing. Instead of focusing on UGC as citizens’ acts of content
sharing, this rationality approaches uGc as citizens’ acts of bearing wit-
ness in times of life and death. Unlike convergence, which foregrounds
technological capacity, witnessing highlights human precarity, the threat
of violence, and death in times of crisis and conflict.

This is not a dominant rationality. Even though it does sometimes
surface in public debate — an example being the photograph of Alan
Kurdi, the Syrian toddler who was found dead on a Turkish beach,
which turned viral after it was disseminated on 2 September 2015. So my
point here is that we must take seriously the nature of uGc as witnessing,
for that is an argument in its favour. For before these became images for
us to consume, people often risked their lives to film them so as to make
their precarity visible to the world. Ignoring this historical trajectory
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empties UGC of its moral urgency. And this, as we shall see, has costs.
Before we get to the costs, let me briefly elaborate on the debates that
define each of these two rationalities.

Convergence

Convergence relies on the technological compatibility between Web 2.0
and various platforms that make it possible for content to be remedi-
ated instantaneously from one to the next: from the mobile phone, to
Twitter, to the BBC website, and back to social media. It is precisely
this remediation that has been hailed as the single most important
digital development in news journalism, for it blurs the boundaries
of professional reporting and integrates non-professionals with the
practices of institutional news-making.

From a convergence perspective, then, a video of migrants taken by
amateurs and included in a news story is what Melissa Wall and Sahar El
Zahed call the “collaborative news clip” - a piece of video that finds its
way into news coverage through intermediary social media platforms.
Today, as the authors say, “much of the reporting of the conflict that
appears in the international news media has fallen to amateurs, often
activists within the conflict itself™

Early accounts of convergence were positive. This integration of ugc
into institutionalized news was seen as a positive development that was
helping democratize journalism. It gave voice to people and changed
the authority relations between professionals and users. Axel Bruns was
one of the first (back in 2007) to hail the emergence of “produsers”; he
regarded “citizen media” as a new form of participatory content cre-
ation within a new “networked commons.”* Adrienne Russell similarly
talked about audiences moving from the periphery to the centre of
news production. The former head of BBc World, Richard Sambruk,
described journalism today as a “collaborative project” in which citizens
contributed to the making of the news just as journalists do.

In my work, I have described this paradigm as a shift from a journal-
ism of reporting (where professionals offer an “impartial” overview of
crisis or conflict) to a journalism of digital witnessing (where citizens,
immersed in the events as they happen, offer their own partial and often
deeply emotional perspective). Mette Mortensen refers to eyewitness
news images as “ushering a new era of conflict reporting,” and she
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has more recently talked about “connective witnessing” to capture this
new productive synergy between professionals and protest activists on
the ground.

In the past two or three years, however, things have changed. The
turning point was the revelation in 2016 that malevolent actors (indi-
vidual or state) were contaminating platforms with “ordinary voices”
that were, in fact, manipulating online traffic to achieve specific political
ends. This has resulted in a change of perspective.

Today, research on convergence focuses on disinformation -
a buzzword of our times. Criticism of disinformation is directed both
at news organizations themselves for compromising truth for profit
and at social media platforms whose business models privilege viral-
ity over credibility. Alice Marwick and Rebecca Lewis in their recent
report on disinformation note that the news media’s “dependence on
social media analytics and metrics ... makes them vulnerable to ...
media manipulation*

Making a bolder point, Pablo Bozckowsi and Eugenia Michelstein in
their book The News Gap state that convergent journalism has little to do
with democracy. It is basically a market choice for major news networks.
Journalists want to maximize their viewerships and revenues, and that
is why they are constantly, the authors say, “monitoring, reproducing
and imitating citizen content.” The dominance of the profit-driven
model - clickbaiting — and the proliferation of non-institutional sources
online (from trolls to terrorists) have together created the perfect storm
for journalism by nurturing a milieu of content remediation in which
the spread of rumour and fake news blurs the boundary between fact
and fiction, thereby undermining citizens’ trust, public debate, and the
democratic process.

Convergence is now under intense scrutiny. That scrutiny inevitably
goes beyond news in Western democracies, encompassing debates on
crisis and conflict reporting beyond the West. Three specific critical
arguments about convergence in crisis and conflict zones deserve
our attention:

1 Regarding the political economy of platforms and in the context
of conflict reporting, it is worth considering Tarleton Gillespie’s
critique of how social media logics of profit participate in
propaganda cascades - for instance, how YouTube’s algorithms
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and recommendation systems helped 1s1s circulate its beheading
videos among the site’s 1.8 billion users, greatly boosting 1s18’s
propaganda campaign.®

2 Regarding anxieties about technological progress - for example,
how new technologies always outpace old verification skills —
Robert Chesney and Danielle Citron warn about the growing
presence of deepfakes in this age of “post-truth geopolitics.”
They contend that hard-to-detect A1-generated images of real
people and circumstances (deepfakes) are injecting new risks
into conflict zones, spreading fake news and thereby inciting
further violence.

3 The techno-solutionist argument seeks to remedy the risks of fake
news by resorting to the same A1 or algorithmically driven pro-
grams that create disinformation in the first place. Recent work in
this context analyzes a Ukrainian fact-checking app, “StopFake,”
which monitors Russian-driven propaganda in Ukraine and flags
trolls and fake news.

This triple debate about disinformation constitutes a vital agenda for
liberal democracies, which rely on truthful journalism and informed
deliberation. I now want to ask a different set of questions, which
together will draw us toward the ethico-political paradigm of uGc.
Returning to the migrants’ videos mentioned earlier, there are several
legitimate questions to ask that we do not usually ask. What about
those people? Isn't it their “content” our media are using? Where are
they within the rationality of convergence? Should they not figure in
our discussions about the news they generate?

These are equally important questions for our liberal democracies
to ask. As Luc Boltanski argues, the political communities of today’s
West are founded on more than simply the (inward-looking/nation-
based) principle of a well-informed citizenry; they also embrace the
(outward-looking) principle of cosmopolitan citizenship and care for
the other: the poor, the vulnerable, the suffering.® Put another way,
humanitarianism and human rights are integral to liberal democracy
just as much as the deliberative public sphere. So why do we not ask
these questions? Perhaps the terminology we are using has something
to do with this. Perhaps the problem - at least in part - lies with the
very acronym UGC.
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uGc offers a new conception of the audience of news as user — the
produser — but it also hides something significant, something that,
in the context of conflict and crisis reporting, is important, indeed
existential. The term uGc hides the bodies of those who make the
recordings under conditions of risk to life. A video is not just ugc. It is
the use of the mobile phone as a testimonial technology, a technology
that bears witness to the precariousness of bodies in moments of crisis.

Flesh Witnessing

In “Beyond Verification: Flesh Witnessing and the Significance of
Embodiment in Conflict News” (2022), Omar al-Ghazzi and I introduce
the term “flesh witnessing” for discussing mobile phone videography.
For us, flesh witnessing refers to embodied and mobile testimonies of
distant suffering that reach Western news publics as potential gener-
ators of emotion, reflection, and action. The term flesh witnessing was
first used by Yuval Harari to refer to the special status that stories of
returning combatants, who had felt war “on their skin,” acquired in
early twentieth century.’

My use of the term here expands flesh witnessing to encompass all
forms of digital testimony recorded by those who risk their bodies in
conflict zones today. In its sensitivity to embodied precarity, it draws on
work done by diverse scholars such as Judith Butler, Elaine Scarry, and
Karin Fierke, as well as previous work of my own on distant suffering
and humanitarian communication. In the past, soldiers and war corres-
pondents were the only flesh witnesses at the battlefront; since then, the
landscape of testimony has changed - today;, civilians, NGos, militants,
terrorists, refugees, and others also claim the news scene, increasingly
defining the content of news from conflict zones.

At the heart of this transformation is, as David Patrikarakos reminds
us, “the extraordinary ability of social media to endow ordinary indi-
viduals ... with the power to change both the physical battlefield and
the discourse around it”** I would like now to focus on the challenges
this rationality of flesh witnessing raises for journalism today. Flesh
witnessing both respects and interrupts the rationality of convergence
in times of crisis and conflict. It does not suggest that we a priori treat
such content as testimony of genuine suffering; it suggests, rather, that
we open up a space for understanding flesh witnessing in terms just
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as rich and complex as those for the rationality of convergence. What
power relations and struggles shape the testimonial potential of ugc
in our media environment? How do these relations of convergent news
regulate the remediations of flesh witnessing?

I would like to present a possible critical agenda for flesh witness-
ing. Three themes will help us understand how the power relations of
news media shape the rationality of embodied precarity: invisibility,
skepticism, and introversion.

Invisibility. On 14 May the Guardian reported that 85,000 children
had died of starvation in Yemen since 2016. Although there exists ugc
from Yemen, it rarely becomes front-page news or goes viral. It simply
does not meet the criteria of Western newsworthiness.

uGc invisibility is less a technological problem and more a geo-
political one insofar as the remediation of the conflict depends on the
strategic interests and security priorities that journalism serves. In
other words, ucc may offer the potential for testimonials of atrocity,
yet it rarely challenges the power relations of Western journalism and
its norms for remediating atrocity. Here, I insist that rarely does not
mean never — recall the international scandal the US military faced after
the leak of the Abu Ghraib amateur images back in 2004, during the
second Iraq war. So rarely does not mean never - critique is possible.
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But as long as historical hierarchies of location and human life remain in
place such scandals will be fleeting and fragmented rather than capable
of challenging the global order.

Skepticism. uGc is viewed with profound suspicion. For instance,
Bana Al Abed, a seven-year-old girl who, with the help of her mother,
tweeted from Aleppo during the deadly siege of the 2016, dominated
the news not only because of her dramatic messages but importantly
also because of the controversy over her authenticity. Who was she?
What interests did she represent? Even when her account was verified,
armies of trolls and individual users kept undermining its credibility
and authenticity. Such cases of uncertainty, as Koen Leurs argues, render
flesh witnessing unstable and in need of constant reiteration and veri-
fication." ucc news becomes here more about proving that one is real
than about reporting on atrocity and suffering.

Introversion. Introversion is about appropriating UGC in news stories
and discussions that reflect our own concerns instead of addressing the
testimonial claims of vulnerable others.

In our LSE study on the 2015 migration “crisis,” we focused on how
refugee selfies were remediated in institutional news in nine Eastern and
Central European nations. Our key finding was that not a single refugee
selfie appeared in our news spaces. Instead, news images represented the
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act of selfying (figures 0.3 and 0.4). The focus was on looking at them
doing it and on the politicians posing with them (figure 0.5) (focus on
internal politics).

There was no attempt to “meet” the other’s face; to listen to their
voices or stories or to attend to their perspective, except for the BBC
story (figure 0.6), the only one that included a face-to-face encounter
with refugees. The story exposed refugee selfies as fake. They had been
taken by an actor who was posing as a migrant to document his danger-
ous journey to Europe; in fact, they were part of a branding campaign
for an sp advertising firm.

What does all this tell us about the power relationships of flesh
witnessing from conflict and crisis zones? Or, as I was asking earlier,
can UGc really change how the news invites us to engage with conflicts
and crises? Invisibility, skepticism, and introversion, I argue, are mani-
festations of a particular practice of power that governs the circulation
of ugc content in Western news. In journalism studies the term for this
kind of selective exclusion is gate-watching. But it makes more sense
to call it a practice of bordering.

The term “bordering” has long referred to the geopolitical and mil-
itary practices of power that keep migrant flows outside Western zones
of safety and prosperity for the purpose of keeping us “safe” It refers
to a territorial border. I use the term bordering to talk about how the
news excludes or restricts remediations of ugc in order to highlight
the geopolitical logic of security that regulates not only territories but
also institutions.” Such practices of bordering, diverse and nuanced as
they are, leave little space for testimonials of the flesh, for the voices of
precarious bodies to be heard and attended to in the news spaces of our
liberal communities. Even though these communities are historically
informed by the principles of humanitarianism and human rights - by
what philosopher Richard Rorty called a “culture of sympathy” - these
principles are employed selectively. Invisibility, skepticism, and intro-
version consistently eclipse, resist, or appropriate vulnerable others and
their ugc testimonials in news.

Conclusion
In this discussion, I have presented two rationalities that inform debates

about ugc: convergence and flesh witnessing. Unlike the rationality of
convergence, initially celebrated but later critiqued, where technology
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presents a problem but also offers a solution (i.e., disinformation
detection apps - the rationality of), flesh witnessing is implicit, but
never acknowledged in our academic and public discourse. Instead, it
is constantly rendered irrelevant, invisible, or suspicious.

While convergence dominates, raising urgent questions about the
nature of our liberal democracies, flesh witnessing is marginal. It is rarely
acknowledged and, when it is, only rarely does it succeed in informing
public debate. The two, of course, are not separate. Rather, convergence
and flesh witnessing go hand in hand. Specifically, the rationality of the
former — the need to verify and monetize information — marginalizes
the latter. How? Skepticism, for example, has to do with the pluralization
of witnesses. (UGC comes from the killers as much as from their victims
and is entangled in the disinformation wars between rival geopolitical
interests — how do we know that White Helmets are “humanitarians”?)
Conflict content is notoriously hard to verify. But what about verification
that respects lives? And stands up for people’s rights?

Introversion has much to do with the business model of social-
media-driven news, where clicks are monetized. In this economy of
attention, platforms algorithmically promote what sells. Promoting
familiar faces, such as celebrities or politicians, is more profitable than
promoting refugees at a camp in Jordan, Lesbos, or Lampedusa. The
geopolitics of bordering can amount to a market politics of profit.

My aim here is not to moralize news practitioners or to propose a
revolution in news production. Both would be out of place. My aim has
been rather to slightly shift the perspective away from the rationality
of convergence and make visible another set of moral and political
concerns in the news use of uGc. Flesh witnessing alerts us to ugc no
longer just as content, but as bodies reaching out, communicating their
predicament. This raises the following set of questions:

 Should the produsers of war testimonials be treated as content or
as journalists who risk their lives to provide major Western news
outlets with stories and images of the battlefield?

« Should remediation sustain its current practices of bordering? If
so0, how can it balance verification as security with the ethical and
political concern of listening?

 Should news organizations go beyond the economy of attention
and offer space and time for more contextual, historicized, and
personalized pieces on conflicts and their journalists?
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If these questions/proposals appear too idealistic or even irrelevant
in the convergence paradigm of fake news and disinformation, perhaps
we need to remember that it is the dearth of a sustained culture of
empathy, humanity, and inclusion that breeds the worst kind of anti-
democratic populist rhetoric and its “othering” of distant sufferers in our
political communities (particularly in Europe and the United States).
It is precisely the power of bordering - territorial and narrative - that
authoritarian populists want to nurture and reproduce today. The wall
with Mexico in the United States and the Brexit vote in the United
Kingdom are only two, but perhaps the most prominent, consequences
of an exclusive persistence on a techno-social rationality of verification
that, important as it may be, nonetheless marginalizes — when it does
not throw into suspicion - the significance of testimony and its pot-
entially humanizing impact on citizen witnesses from conflict zones.
At a moment in time when so much is at stake, opening up new ways
of thinking about Western war reporting and reconsidering the place
that such reporting reserves for the voices of those who suffer most in
those wars, serves, I believe, a crucial intellectual purpose for scholars
of communication and journalism - it reclaims what it means to be a
cosmopolitan citizen in Western democracies today.

Notes

Wall and El Zahed, “Embedding;” 3.
Bruns, “Towards.”

Mortensen, “Conflictual”

Marwick and Lewis, Media, 1.
Boczkowski and Mitchelstein, News Gap.
Gillespie, “Politics”

Chesney and Citron, “Deepfakes”
Boltanski, Distant.

Harari, Ultimate.

Patrikarakos, War, 5.

Leurs, “Practicing”

See Chouliaraki and Georgiou, The Digital Border, for the idea of bordering.
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New Voices, New Practices,
New Discourses

The Transformation of Journalism through the
Eyewitness Experiences of User-Generated Content

MICHAEL LITHGOW AND MICHELE MARTIN

This book uniquely brings together the voices and experiences of both
professional journalists and academic researchers from Asia, South
America, North America, and Europe, to address the important and
far-reaching changes taking place in response to the growing importance
of user-generated content (UGC) in news coverage. UGC encompasses
all forms of primarily non-professional media content production
incorporated by journalists into news stories. UGC provides journalists
with immediate on-the-scene content for breaking news events around
the world.

The discursive implications of uGc encompass not only the growing
complexities of gathering, verifying, and integrating uGc materials into
professional news practices, but also the growing significance of ugc in
shaping news outcomes, audience expectations for immediate and vis-
ually compelling records of newsworthy events, audience expectations
about their role in news discourse, and public commentary about news
stories. UGC amounts to de facto collaboration between professionally
trained journalists and witnesses to news events, and the public has
come to expect that the latter point of view (recorded through the lenses
of smart phones and other digital apparatus) will help define news
narratives. Traditional journalists encounter untrained witnesses and
must contend with them for influence over the framing and meaning of
news events. A transformed newsscape is emerging in which the shifting
complexities of journalism practices are producing new kinds of news
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narratives that not only respond to changing audience expectations
for proximal and immediate news coverage but also usurp in a sense
the journalist’s once unique role as observer by situating the public’s
experience centre stage in their role as eyewitnesses to the events that
affect their lives.

uGc refers to text, audio, photographs, video, and metadata pro-
duced outside of the routines of traditional journalism; these are then
incorporated into professional news production processes." As Santos
points out, there are many dimensions to UGcC - a user is publishing
data in a non-professional capacity, on a platform that is more or less
free from curatorial criteria, where the data published were generated
by the user and intended for circulation and use by others.” Naab and
Sehl similarly identify three qualities of uGc: original contribution,
created outside of professional routines, made accessible to the public.?
UGC presents a resource for journalists, who still, though, must do
the boundary work of determining what can be admitted into their
workflows and news outcomes as legitimate elements of journalism.*

The epistemic foundations of the legitimacy of journalism as a
discourse are grounded in the conventions of journalism training that
produce professional actors who have learned a method for representing
reality to audiences. The conventions of journalism practice such as
objectivity, fairness, newsworthiness, verification, and so on have
been historically the foundation of trust between news organizations
and their audiences, and this foundation is tied to the expectation and
understanding that news materials are gathered and assembled by
journalists trained in these professional conventions.’ Even profession-
ally trained journalists performing outside of these conventions - for
example, columnists — are understood to be producing something other
than news. uGc challenges these categorical distinctions and presents
materials that emerge from radically different contexts, that is, untrained
citizens playing eyewitness to historical events. These differences are
the foundation of uGc’s fascinating complexity and suggest why it
presents such an interesting field of study. These epistemic complexities
are explored in the chapters that make up the academic sections of
this collection. It is our contention that uGc presents an epistemically
unique addition to news discourses, one that destabilizes and challenges
news conventions tied to the central role of the trained journalist in
establishing the relations of trust between news media organizations
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and the public, and that in doing so asserts in historically unpreced-
ented ways voices and perspectives of people whose experiences might
otherwise have been obscured, neglected, or simply excluded through
the routines of journalistic professionalism.

The production and circulation of ucc has become commonplace
as social media platforms have grown in their ability to embrace mass
participation and video technologies via phones, which have become
ubiquitous tools in most places in the world.® uGc evidences an act of
“witnessing” that blurs the traditional boundaries between producers
and consumers of news content” and transforms media viewers and
consumers into what Axel Bruns describes as “produsers,”® a term
that recognizes the hybrid quality of amateur production as blurring
traditional boundaries between those who make the news and those
who are its audiences. For Mette Mortensen, “eyewitness” in a media
context “involves an individual sharing his or her experience of watch-
ing or attending a certain event by making a statement, performance or
representation.” Mortensen states that “eyewitness images” are auto-
recorded, subjective, and ambiguous in terms of media institutions, as
they emerge from a participatory stance of some kind (happened to be
there, intended to be there, etc.) and are often decontextualized, as they
eliminate the distance between seeing and saying."” However, based on
the results of some of the chapters in this collection, the degree to which
this is the case often depends on the discourses in which the images
eventually end up and the choices made by journalists who incorporate
the fragmentary elements of uGc into the narratives through which
news stories derive their sensibilities.

It is important here to specify the distinction we make between the
expression “user-generated content” and “citizen journalism,” a form of
news production by untrained and self-taught members of the public
that includes current affairs—based blogging, photo and video sharing,
and posting eyewitness commentary on current events." As Goode
has argued, citizen journalism can be used quite broadly to include
activities like “re-posting, linking, ‘tagging’ (labeling with keywords),
rating, modifying or commenting upon news materials posted by other
users or by professional news outlets, whereby citizens participate in the
news process without necessarily acting as ‘content creators.”"* Radsch
argues that citizen journalists generally have an activist orientation in
the sense that the intention is to produce an alternative to traditional
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news, using similar journalistic practices but with different goals.”
According to Noor, citizen journalism describes the “journalistic activ-
ities of ordinary people” who are reporting “on the issues confronting
them.* In chapter 12 in this volume, Kang similarly argues for recogni-
tion of the important distinctions to be made between the journalistic
intentionalities that organize citizen journalism outcomes and uGc.
We take the position that the qualitative difference between posting
a video clip of an event and reporting on that event is not only worth
exploring but also of critical importance in contemporary newsrooms.
The newsroom accounts in Part I demonstrate that seeking out the
reporting outcomes of amateur journalists is the exception, not the rule.
In fact, curating and incorporating uGc into news narratives produced
by professional journalists has emerged as a raison détre of contem-
porary newsrooms struggling to keep up with the tsunami of uGc
flooding the global circuits of digital media circulation. Professional
journalists continue to report the news in news media organizations,
but with a new resource. Our focus is on UGc created by amateurs who
are recording and documenting events to which they are witnesses or in
which they are participants, which is then incorporated into the news
by professional journalists.

Nevertheless, as alluded to, there are exceptions that challenge
any sense of absolute categorical distinction. In chapter 6 the authors
describe France 24’s Observers program, in which professional journal-
ists collaborate with uGc creators to produce a unique hybrid form of
professional/amateur reportage. France 24 journalists are also engaged
in receiving, sourcing, and verifying video and photographic recordings
of news events provided by the general public, materials that after
verification are shared with the whole of the France 24 news organiza-
tion for use in reportage. But France 24 sometimes provides production
support for “observers” - trusted members of the public reporting on
local events, and they produce news reports by introducing and context-
ualizing UGc contributions either for their website or for one of their
television programs. The boundaries between categories in this sense
are unstable, but the outcomes in all categories are groundbreaking.

A second and even more unusual exception is described in chapter 8
by Kenzie Burchell and Jennifer Fielding. Here the focus is on a blog
created by photojournalists to discuss aspects of their professional lives
that exceed the limitations for legitimate discourse in their professional
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journalism routines. These photojournalists use the blog to express
feelings and to describe the many complexities and tensions in photo-
journalism practices that bring together professionals from international
news agencies with amateurs in settings where news events are taking
place. The blog becomes a platform for uGc because the feelings and
experiences expressed by the journalists fall outside the conventions of
journalism discourse and rest precisely on the epistemic fault line that
has emerged between uGc and traditional news, pointing to the depth
and significance of transformation taking place in response to the
growing worldwide availability and significance of uGc for journalists
and audiences.

The use of ugc is now widespread among traditional news media
seeking to take advantage of visual content to which they would not
otherwise have access and that their own workers have not (yet) pro-
duced.” The range of periods covered by this collection provides the
opportunity to witness how uGc has grown into an integral resource for
what some scholars describe as “networked journalism,” a term being
used to describe changing practices associated with the ways digital
technologies and networks have gradually transformed possibilities for
information sharing.' Networked journalism is a newer concept reflect-
ing the growing central role of content derived online from social media,
blogs, independent websites, and so on, and reflects a shift in traditional
practices toward understanding journalists as functioning nodes within
a vast network of information flows that are constantly being updated
from many sources, including traditional and emerging sources.” UGC is
an increasingly important element in these journalism networks in part
because it responds to consumer and market demands for “immediate”
information and can enhance perceptions of “authenticity”® and prox-
imity to events.”** But proximity and authenticity does not always
equate with evidence. As some works in this collection show, question-
able quality of images and lack of verification not only have not been
absolute barriers to their use in professional reportage, but would appear
to have been used to justify their inclusion in news reports, perhaps with
attribution to another media source or, as some of the chapters below
and others have observed, by labelling the unverified amateur footage as
“unverified”* The evidentiary value of the uGc in these cases is unclear,
raising questions about why they would be included in coverage at all.
And while these are largely historical anomalies, or if not necessarily
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historical, part of the growing pains of a profession in transition, such
observations draw attention to important epistemic tensions between
uGc and how it is put to use. As the chapters from journalists in this
collection describe, today’s newsrooms are demonstrating a growing
proficiency and efficiency with verification procedures, and these kinds
of anomalies are far more rare. Indeed, there have been recent efforts to
develop standards of verification, an indication of the institutional value
and acceptance of amateur content within professional news routines.”
But the underlying tensions between origins and use remain a central
territory in need of further investigation.

Lilie Chouliaraki, who authored the prologue to this collection, has
argued that uGc contributions to Western journalism challenge “exist-
ing hierarchies of place and human life ... towards recognizing the voice
of distant others”** And while distance can be significantly conceived
in cultural terms, the observation is especially resonant in contexts in
which non-Western members of publics are recording images that are
then circulated in Western news discourses. Chouliaraki is arguing
for a new understanding of journalism in a converged, twenty-first
century networked and digital environment, one whose practices more
and more emphasize deliberation and witnessing over the traditional
emphasis on the provision of information. In this context, uGc repre-
sents a remediation of ordinary voices into news network discourses.”
It is an epistemic shift that underscores the profound and far-reaching
changes brought about by new technologies and new practices in the
twenty-first century.

Part I: UGC and Changing Newsroom Practices

We turn now to the chapters in this book. The place we begin is with
the practitioners — the journalists - whose practices are the methods
and means by which uGc circulates in and through the discourses
aimed at audiences for conventional, professional news. The emerging
newsroom practices described in the chapters in Part I provide an
essential experiential foundation with which to begin our examination
of the phenomenon of uGc. The journalists’ accounts make clear the
distinction we uphold in this book between uGc and citizen journalism;
the former give rise to the many emerging practices described in Part I
in a way that the latter does not.* In chapter 2, Derek Bowler, head of
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Social Newsgathering for the European Broadcasting Union (EBU),
describes the ways in which a vast global news organization with a
collective reach to more than 1 billion audience members in fifty-six
countries” has transformed its practices by incorporating ucc from
all over the world. Bowler describes the meteoric rise of uGc activities
at the EBU and the challenges that organization has faced as those
activities have entered its global practice. At the heart of the EBU’s
interest in ugc has been a desire to bring the public “closer” to the
events that make up the news by allowing the public to participate
through eyewitness content. In chapter 3, Natalie Miller, former editor
at the BBC ugc Hub, describes similarly rapid changes in practice at
the BBC in response to the growing significance of ugc. Early interest
in and use of uGc by journalists was met with significant skepticism
from others in the newsroom. Miller describes specific examples from
her experiences at the BBC, illlustrating the uphill battle that ucc once
faced in being accepted as a legitimate source, as well the changing
labour practices that emerged as it gradually came to be accepted as a
core news-gathering activity.

In chapter 4, journalist Shauna Rempel describes how one private
sector news organization, Global News, adjusted to uGc in terms of
both benefits and complications. Rempel discusses the complexities
involved in searching for relevant uc and establishing consent, as well
as the emerging issue of the trauma that newsroom journalists experi-
ence when they must view the often traumatic events depicted in ugc.

In chapter 5, Andree Lau and colleagues describe how journalists at
the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (cBc) handled ugc footage
depicting violence against BiIpoC communities. Through case examples
of urgent contemporary relevance such as ongoing violence against
Black and Indigenous communities in North America, the authors
explore new conditions for BIpoc journalists in the newsroom in
connection with the proximity of uGc to events of violence against
BIPOC citizens. This empirical chapter is of particular importance in
understanding new and emerging conditions of practice for journalists.

Chapter 6 considers two unique appropriations of uGc for news
outcomes. The first, France 24, has established a unique collaborative
relationship with ugc producers, not just training them but sometimes
also collaborating with them to make programming. This practice,
which they call the Observer Program, is a hybrid of amateur and
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professional news coverage, accompanied by the gathering and verifying
of ugc that is more common in other newsrooms. The chapter describes
the development of this program, relations with ugc producers, and
what makes this kind of news production unique. The second account is
about Storyful, which has commercialized uGc by offering a gathering
and verification service that at times includes contextualizing narratives
for news organizations. Storyful’s clients can acquire verified ucc for
journalists to use in news production, or ugc that has been context-
ualized into news narratives ready for public consumption.

These first-person accounts of newsroom practices demonstrate
through the experiences of professionals the far-reaching and profound
changes to news conventions that have been occurring in response
to the rise of UGC as a significant element of news coverage. These
chapters serve as the cornerstone for the analysis that follows in Parts IT
and III, in that they offer concrete depictions of how uGc has been
taken up in the crucible of the newsroom, a workplace that never sleeps
and that must transform itself “on the fly,” improvising new practices to
accommodate and put to use new technical affordances as they emerge.

Part II: User-Generated Content and the
Changing Landscape of News Outcomes

UGC, with its unique origins outside the traditional conventions of
news production, has given rise to discursive content with surprisingly
complex epistemic implications. In Part II, some of the many textures,
dimensions, and territories of meaning of ugc are explored, including
the role that uGc plays in the destabilization of news organization mon-
opolies over production cycles. uGc presents a far more complicated
array of meaning potentials than the common notions of “cell phone
footage” or “eyewitness account” might suggest.

In chapter 7, Michael Lithgow and Michele Martin revisit the Arab
Spring as a useful historic snapshot of a changing profession. At the
time, newsrooms were only just starting to explore UGC as a staple of
coverage and routines for handling ucc in newsrooms were either rare
or still being formed. In addition to the now less common practice of
using unverified uGc in news stories, the seemingly obvious evidentiary
value of uGc was not its only discursive use. As the authors explore,
uGcC appeared to have many discursive functions, not least among
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which was creating a sense of urgency and proximity to events. At times
it implicitly supported ideological metanarratives unrelated (or only
indirectly related) to the specific events being reported.

In chapter 8, Kenzie Burchell and Jennifer Fielding explore how
emerging genres of witnessing intersect with shifting journalistic practi-
ces influenced by, and adjusting to, the wider landscape of uGc practices
of witnessing and bearing witness. Their discussion emerges from a
multilingual comparison of international agency coverage of the ongoing
Syrian war and its associated military campaign and humanitarian
crises. The case study focuses on AFp Correspondents, a blog for photo-
journalists and their editors that stands in contrast to the traditional
output of the international news agency Agence France Presse (AEP).
The blog posts of the amateur photojournalists turned AFP freelance
“stringers,” who reported from within the Syrian conflict when others
could not, reveal an analytical gap in understanding diverging genres
for war reporting in a landscape increasingly influenced by amateur
journalism and other ugc practices.

The unique epistemic possibilities of ugc are further explored in
chapter 9 by Michael Lithgow, who analyzes amateur video decontext-
ualized from the news stories in which it appears. In a close examination
of ugc that appeared in cBc coverage of the first hundred days of
the Arab Spring uprising, he argues that the trauma evidenced in the
amateur video recorded the state violence undergirding a repressive
version of civic identity, and that through this witnessing of the abject by
citizens whose fabric of civic identity was being both torn asunder and
woven anew, new audience subjectivities were made possible. ugc that
presents an insider’s perspective raises questions for audiences about
accountability. In this case, Lithgow argues, amateur video of the Arab
Spring uprising interpellated an engaged and interconnected subjec-
tivity rooted in the unique aesthetic sensibilities of eyewitness video.

Part III: User-Generated Content
Journalism around the World

In the third and final section of the book, the chapters explore jour-
nalism around the world in response to the growing significance of
uGc. Despite ugc’s seemingly obvious role as “eyewitness evidence”
to news events, news discourse from around the world suggests a more
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complex array of discursive possibilities. In Part III, each chapter ana-
lyzes a unique role that ugc has played somewhere in the global news
stream, including in Latin America, Africa, and Europe. uGc has shaped
news discourse by narrativizing news events in ways aligned with,
and sometimes opposed to, the narrativizing practices of conventional
journalists. UGC can set news agendas. It can both extend and limit
the discursive violence and trauma of terrorist spectacles. And it has
been observed playing a central role in asserting cultural identities
and exposing discrimination. The epistemic complexities described in
Part II, it would seem, give rise to discursive complexity.

Marcelos Santos in chapter 10 considers UGc as a source for narrating
extraordinary events - here, a street protest against the impeachment of
Brazilian ex-president Dilma Rousseft. By focusing on the patterns
of uGc creation and diffusion through Twitter that emerged during
a large and particularly important demonstration during the crisis,
Santos was able to map the extent to which this particular uc not only
challenged the meanings being developed for the crisis by professionally
created media but also helped define public understanding at a time of
great political turmoil.

The unique epistemic status of uGC comes under scrutiny in
chapter 11, written by Inkyu Kang, who considers the popular citizen
journalism project OhmyNews in South Korea. Kang argues that despite
a widely inconsistent use of the terms “ucc” and “citizen journalism,”
so as to often conflate everything amateurs do into one encompassing
category, UGC should be recognized as distinct from citizen journalism.
The latter often reflects the various proclivities of conventional jour-
nalism, Kang argues, including an urge toward balance, verification,
objectivity, and so on - proclivities generally absent from the eyewitness
recording of events by bystanders or participants. UGC as a unique type
of news resource represents a key conceptual shift in journalism in the
twenty-first century.

UGC as its own channel of discourse is explored in chapter 12, where
Carolina Escudero examines coverage of terrorist attacks perpetuated
by the Islamic State in Barcelona and Cambrils, in the Spanish region of
Catalonia, on 17 and 18 August 2017. The chapter utilizes the recommen-
dations of the Audiovisual Council of Catalonia (cAc) and the Catalan
Journalists’ College (cpc) for the analysis of the uGc published by two
Spanish mainstream media: the newspapers La Vanguardia and El Pais.
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The study specifically examines a four-stage process of remediation,
corrective actions, creativity, and humour used in the production and/
or dissemination of uGc images of the terrorist attacks. In these events
and subsequent coverage, the potential for unintentionally widening
the political violence perpetrated by the terrorist groups through the
sharing of uGc recordings of the attacks was modulated - again through
UGC - by images of kittens posted by members of the public in response
to calls from state authorities to limit the circulation of images of the
attacks. Escudero argues that in this instance, ucc functioned as a form
of counterterrorism through collective gestures aimed at limiting the
spread of images intended to destabilize the social order.

In chapter 13, Eugene Brown Nyarko Agyei and Sara Akrofi-Qwarcoo
argue that the increased presence and recirculation of ucc coupled
with the rise of online news platforms has produced an intermedia
agenda-setting relationship between online news websites and social
media in Ghana.

Finally, chapter 14 by Babatunde Ojebuyi and Abiodun Salawu is a
unique examination of UGC use in news coverage in Nigeria, a country
that has one of the highest rates of Internet use in Africa. In this setting,
UGC not only presents important news events but also plays a role in
identity formation through assertions of group identity, assertions that
reflect an emerging form of discourse that is adding to ongoing threats
to Nigerian social stability.

The growing importance of ugc in news production is a phenom-
enon of interest to scholars and journalists worldwide, yet the depth
and breadth of this transformation of journalism is perhaps under-
appreciated. Newsrooms are being restructured. New positions and
editorial teams are being created. The skills required of professional
journalists have expanded to include verification and curation skills
in an increasingly complex digital mediascape. New relationships are
being forged between members of the general public and professional
journalists whose symbiotic interest in public information and welfare
is destabilizing the epistemic foundation of a discourse grounded in
assumptions about the journalist’s non-involvement in the affairs being
reported on. UGC presents eyewitness evidence from people in close
proximity to events and often, as well, from participants who, sensing
something of significance occurring, record images with their smart
phones or perhaps share descriptions in social media. Journalists are
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being decentred as the only source of “truth” in news discourse, a
discourse undergoing epistemic upheaval as journalists come to increas-
ingly play a curatorial role in the gathering, verifying, and integrating
of ugc into news outcomes. The necessarily collaborative dimensions of
these practices point to perhaps the most important transformation in
newsroom routines from our perspective. New relations afforded by
uGc are embodied, on the one hand, in the recordings by individuals of
events that affect their lives and the lives of others in their communities,
and on the other hand, in emerging relationships between journalists,
editors, and newsrooms and uGc producers, a range of relationship
types unprecedented in their complexity and necessity. uGc is here to
stay and is transforming how we understand news coverage, journalists’
professional roles, and the role of the general public as witnesses to the
events in their own lives. Our hope is that this book will offer a valuable
contribution to this growing and important field of study.

Notes

See Harkin et al., Deciphering; Kaplan and Haenlein, “Users”; Popple and
Thornham, Content; Singer and Ashman, “User-generated”; van Dijck,
“Users”; and Wahl-Jorgensen, “Resisting.”

Santos, “So-called”

Naab and Sehl, “Studies”

Johnson and Dade, “Local”

It is worth noting that news values such as objectivity, fairness, and
newsworthiness have their own range of interpretations, for example, those
of the New York Times as to compared Fox News. Consequently the use of
uGc will also reflect different methods of news production and perceptions
of what is and isn’t legitimate news discourse.

6 Commentary re digital divide
7 See Wahl-Jorgenson, “Resisting” For more on witnessing, see the Prologue,

as well as chapters 8 (Burchell and Fielding) and 9 (Lithgow) in this book.

8 Bruns, “Towards.”

10
11

Mortensen, Journalism, 19.

Mortensen, “Witnessing” and Journalism.

See Allan and Thorsen Citizen Journalism, vols 1 and 2; and Goode, “Social”
See also chapter 11 (Kang) in this book for more on the difference between
citizen journalism and user-generated content.
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Goode, “Social,” 1288.

Radsch, Cyberactivism.

Noor, “Citizen,” 55.

See Allan and Peters, “Visual”; Anden-Papadopoulos, “Media”; Anden-
Papadopoulos and Pantti, “Reimagining”; Mortensen, “Witnessing” and
Journalism; and Mortensen and Kristensen, “Amateur.”

See Van der Haak et al., “Future”

See Beckett, Value; and Dufty and Dhabi, “Networked”

See Ahva and Hellman, “Citizen”; and Wahl-Jorgensen et al., “Audience”
See Pantti, “Getting Closer?”

For more on the perception of authenticity and proximity, see chapters 7
(Lithgow and Martin) and 10 (Santos).

See Mortensen and Kristensen, “Amateur”

See MacFarquhar, “Syrian”; and Cockburn, “Is it the End”

See Silverman, Verification Handbook and Verification Handbook

for Disinformation.

Chouliaraki, “I Have a Voice,” 51; also mentioned in her symposium paper.
Choiliaraki, “I Have a Voice” and “Witnessing.”

The exception being, as noted, the work of Observers working with France 24.
https://www.ebu.ch/publications/research/open/infographic/the-ebu-
community-in-numbers.
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PART ONE

User-Generated Content and
Changing Newsroom Practices






Ethical Use of Eyewitness Content

How Public Service Media
Are Rebuilding Trust in News

DEREK BOWLER

The European Broadcasting Union (EBU) is the world’s leading alliance
of public service media. With 115 member organizations in fifty-six
countries and an additional thirty-four associates in Asia, Africa,
Australasia, and the Americas, its members operate nearly 2,000 tele-
vision, radio, and online channels and services in addition to a wealth of
content across other platforms. Together they reach an audience of more
than 1 billion worldwide, broadcasting in more than 160 languages. One
of the core services at the Geneva-headquartered union, the Eurovision
News Exchange, facilitates exchanges of news material among member
organizations while also providing original coverage through its News
Events team and international partners.'

In 2017 the EBU and its members embarked on a new era of
news-gathering by forming the Eurovision Social Newswire (EsN), a
collaborative community that helped members harness the power of
reliable eyewitness media for their platforms by discovering, verifying,
and clearing content obtained from social media, sometimes referred
to as user-generated content (UGc). Since its inception, the EsN has
provided organizations with upwards of forty verified and cleared-
for-use items per day, complementing members’ own material and
allowing them to tell audiences about stories they may not have been
able to explore otherwise. The daily collaboration at the EsN gave rise
to EBU Eyewitness News Principles and Guidelines, a member-adopted
document introducing guidelines and best practices for ethical and
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transparent social news-gathering; it also served as a guide for applying
these principles to the editorial policies and practices of individual
members. In this chapter, we will look at the origins of the EsN, how
it became a core service of the EBU, and what is entailed in using eye-
witness media in ways that are both ethical and transparent.

Origins

On the day the forty-fifth president of the United States began what
would turn out to be his only term in office, the EBU was embarking
on a journey into the unknown. As Donald J. Trump took the oath of
office, millions of people around the world tuned in to watch an inaug-
uration day marred by violence. More than 200 people were arrested in
Washington, p.c., that day after activists clashed with police, leaving
destroyed businesses and burned-out vehicles in their wake.

While lenses focused on the US Capitol, some 4,000 miles away, two
journalists in Geneva, Switzerland, were navigating their way through
the noise of social media platforms to discover, verify, and clear content
pertaining to the unrest.

The User-Generated Content Verification Network (UGCVN), a
WhatsApp group of EBU members with an interest in UGC verification,
had been in existence for more than eighteen months, allowing members
to communicate and share intelligence about pieces of eyewitness media
on the news agenda. Now, for the first time in the group’s existence,
the EBU was working to self-source content and make it available for
members to broadcast. Some sixty-two videos showing unrest were
cleared for use for EBU members in a little over thirteen hours. The
sudden and vast influx of real-time content and intelligence gave rise
to questions about how the EBU could harness the new form of output
while remaining true to the union’s cooperation and collaboration ethos.

By March 2017, after consultations with members, the EBU had
decided to rebrand and expand the uccvN, which now became the EsN,
a collaborative community of journalists, researchers, fact-checkers,
and editors working together to discover, verify, and clear eyewitness
media from the real-time Web.

For the EsSN to work as a core service on par with any social
news-gathering newsroom globally, it had to offer a consistently valu-
able service to member organizations. It had to provide a collaborative
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space for members to interact, gather real-time intelligence, access
verification support and content emerging on social media, and provide
skills training for members through collaboration with other members.

Slack, the popular communication platform that several organiza-
tions were already using, was chosen as the community’s workspace.
Its chat rooms, known on the platform as “channels,” allowed members
to separate out the conversation into areas of interest or specific geo-
graphic regions. For instance, members gathered in the “#Newsroom”
for general chat and queries, while information on debunked claims and
misrepresented content was found in “#debunks.” For content, given
the sheer volume being cleared for use daily, members were directed
to channels based on geographic region or topic; this enabled users to
navigate organized feeds of content.

In early 2017, the EsN began to build Twitter lists to aid the news
team and members’ news-gathering efforts. Carefully curated Twitter
lists now play a pivotal role in news-gathering, allowing users to get
closer to the story from anywhere in the world by listening to known,
official, and trusted sources much closer to an event.

Twitter lists and real-time intelligence gave rise to priority alerts for
members. Taking verified information from Twitter and providing it
to members in an easily digestible format allowed members to prepare
for certain stories rather than wait for the traditional wire services to
inform them of stories they needed to chase.

The ESN was a community-based service; even so, the EBU needed
to be the driving force behind verification support and content-clearing.
Discovering, verifying, and clearing the content before contextualizing it
and presenting it to the membership for use was done by a two-person
team in Geneva. That team also provided training materials and regular
blog posts and tutorials for members regarding how to verify content
on a large scale from anywhere in the world. These activities were, and
remain, the cornerstone for ESN operations today.

Integration with the Existing Exchange

When a new service emerges in a news organization, the attention
and focus it receives can seem to push everything else into the shad-
ows. Innovation brings enthusiasm and hunger for success, but it can
also bring a sense of trepidation to the broader newsroom and raise
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questions about the future. The EsN’s purpose was and remains the
same: to add value to the Eurovision News Exchange and its members.
Although collaborative communication tools such as Slack, Google
Hangouts, and Trello introduced added complications to the Geneva
newsroom - more tabs, more logins, more notifications — they were
designed to support the newswire’s workflow and bring a sense of agility
and flexibility to a real-time desk.

The year 2017 offered no shortage of moments for testing the EsN,
its workflows, and its overall value to members. The massacres in Las
Vegas and Texas, the attacks in Westminster and on London Bridge,
and the Barcelona and Cambrils attacks® all played out heavily on social
media. For the first time, the News Exchange and its members were
not just waiting for live content from collaborating members and other
agencies; they were also anticipating what might come from the EsN.
While the service’s value is not measured by its successes in tragedy,
in each of these events, the EsN provided members with verified and
cleared content in a timely manner, allowing members to tell stories
quickly and effectively through the eyes of witnesses.

The Verification Process

Since the advent of social media, the verification of eyewitness
media has become a much-hyped activity in newsrooms.? Social media
intelligence agencies, media hubs, and visual investigation teams have
all added to the mystique and allure of what essentially is just good
investigative journalism. The Five Ws — who, what, where, when, and
why - underpin any journalistic investigation, never more so than in
social newsgathering. With verification, there is no magic - you are
simply applying the five W' to a new medium.

The three indicators used by the ESN team to verify content are the
source, location, and date.

THE SOURCE

Who is the uploader?

What are they filming?

Where are they filming?

When did they get there?

Why are they sharing this content?
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THE LOCATION

Are there any identifying landmarks in the footage/image?
Is there signage or licence plates that offer clues to a location?
What type of terrain/environment is in the shot?

THE DATE

Is there an indicator of the day (event, newspaper, TV, speech)?

What are the weather conditions in the content, and how do they
compare with official weather reports?

Does the footage tally with other footage shared from that location
on that day?

Does the day tally with official sources?

The verification process is nearly always straightforward. Only rarely,
when an in-depth analysis of content is required, can mistakes happen.
Instances like this arise when you may not have the necessary language
skills in your newsroom to accurately examine all indicators and factors
in a piece of content, or when the content is in a remote area and is
not easily accessible by open-source mapping services such as Google
Maps, or - the worst-case scenario — when there is a rush to use the
content in a news story.

One of the biggest news stories of 2018 was the rescue of a junior
football team and their coach after heavy rains flooded the Tham Luang
Lang Non cave in Chiang Rai province, Thailand. For almost three
weeks, the world was captivated as emergency officials and volunteers
tried to free the boys from their perilous situation. As rescue efforts
continued, news organizations were left scrambling to get content from
inside the cave. For days, official reports described the conditions the
boys found themselves in: a dark, tight cave that only one diver at a
time could reach. Yet no video from inside the cave emerged, however
much viewers wanted to see it.

Two weeks after the event began, a video emerged on social media
described as showing a diver taking part in the rescue - squeezing
through an underwater section of the Tham Luang Lang Non cave with
an oxygen tank. The low-resolution video spread across social media
like wildfire, quickly garnering views, likes, and shares wherever it was
posted. It seemed that with every posting the video came with new
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intelligence, no matter where you saw it. “Extremely complicated & long
operation #ThaiCaveRescue,” one Twitter user wrote. A Facebook user,
whose version of the video had been watched more than two million
times, wrote: “These are the conditions that the Derbyshire Rescuers
have to contend with during their rescue operation of the 12 Thais in the
Chiang Rai Caverns” One Australian news outlet broadcast the material,
describing it as showing “how tight the conditions are through the Thai
cave system for divers to rescue the 12 boys and their soccer coach”

When everyone is sharing a video like this, and each version tells
its tale, it is even more important to go through a detailed verification
process. Undertaking the video’s verification at the request of EBU mem-
bers, the EsN team found a high-resolution version of the video dating
back to 2012. A YouTube user had filmed the footage while cave diving
in Fennimore, Wisconsin, six years prior to the incident in Thailand.

While there are many tools, applications, and third parties to aid in
the verification process, there is no replacement for critical thinking
and the journalistic approach. If you can establish the three indicators
with a high degree of certainty, you can consider the content verified.
However, that is not the end of the process.

The final step in the verification process is engaging with the source
to attain clearance to use the material. Of course, speaking directly to
the source is crucial in obtaining permission. Knowing their perspective
and motivation for sharing content is critical for verifying whether a
piece of content is legitimate.

The EsN does not use content without the permission and informed
consent of the originator and copyright holder. This is the basis of the
ethical and transparent social news-gathering practice on which the Esn
was founded. Only after written permission has been given by the ori-
ginator is the content contextualized and presented to EBU members.

The Agile Newsroom

The coronavirus pandemic has played a key role in redefining how news
organizations view their newsrooms. For many, the newsroom was a
haven where only certain job functions and roles could be performed.
With governments introducing tight restrictions and social distancing
measures in a bid to curb the spread of the virus, newsrooms were
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forced to adapt their workflows to allow colleagues to work from outside
the brick-and-mortar office.

When the EsN began, one of its priorities was to design a social
newsroom and show how existing proprietary technology at the EBU
combined with third-party tools would allow for a flexible, or agile,
newsroom. The resulting flexibility in workflow allowed the team to
react to breaking news at a moment’s notice, no matter the time or
location. With the news industry and many organizations in a trans-
formative state, it is not always possible for newsrooms to carefully
monitor social media for emerging content. Based on how well its
agile newsroom functioned, the EsSN’s members were keen to learn
how to incorporate these workflows and verification processes into
their own newsrooms.

The ESN organized the Agile Newsroom, a three-day interactive
event during which members worked together to discover, verity,
and clear content for use. The workshop aimed to allow newsroom
journalists to enhance their verification skills and find new workflows
by working in teams and learning from one another. The inaugural
event was held at the headquarters of the Austrian public service
broadcaster Osterreichischer Rundfunk (orFr) in October 2017, with
fifty-five journalists from twenty-three EBU members working together
to identify, verify, and clear eyewitness media from around the world.
The success of the inaugural event led to a second Agile Newsroom in
Sarajevo in 2018, where sixty journalists gathered to hone their social
newsgathering skills.

In a 2018 report published by the EBU, external observers found
the Agile Newsroom’s immersive experience to be “challenging and
rewarding.” Also, attendees returned to their news organizations con-
fident in the new skills they had acquired.*

EBU Eyewitness News Principles and Guidelines

Social media today constitute the Wild West of journalism, a competi-
tive space in which news organizations race against one another in the
battle for content. News outlets employ an array of tools and techniques
to entice content producers to part with their much sought after bounty,
thus blurring the lines between journalism and content-for-clicks. The
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thirst for content has spawned a new industry within journalism: third-
party licensing. In major breaking news stories, hundreds of journalists
might ask one uploader, who happened to be in the right place at the
right time to capture the picture of the day, for the use of their content.
Increased competition for exclusivity on third-party content has seen
the window of opportunity for news organizations to acquire non-
exclusive rights to material shrink, especially for bigger international
news events.

In the race to publish, journalists, under pressure to secure the best
content emerging on social media, can lose track of their journalistic
principles and ethics. So can news organizations that consider every-
thing online to be fair use, using content no matter what the copyright
holder says.

Recognizing the importance and value that uGc retains, while at the
same time recognizing that the social mediascape has become a battle-
ground for content, the EBU decided that it was important to provide a
principled and ethical structure regarding the use of ugc. This would
enhance public service media as a trusted source of information for the
public. Since its adoption by members in 2018, the EBU Eyewitness News
Principles and Guidelines has provided a set of guidelines and princi-
ples, adherence to which is determined by each member voluntarily
(see Addendum 1 for a summary of key principles). The principles and
guidelines offer a code of practice and conduct under which the Esn
team operates, encouraging greater transparency in news-gathering for
the originator and the viewing audience.

The members of the EBU recognize the importance of establishing
social news-gathering principles and guidelines for them to build upon
as the use of eyewitness media grows in their newsrooms. The financial
pressures that news organizations find themselves facing in the current
climate mean that the use of third-party material is increasing. In such
a climate, having a standard to adhere to allows for confident use of
this material by organizations. It also brings to light the pitfalls of using
content under a “fair use” policy without the expressed permission of
the copyright holder, which could have severe financial repercussions
for organizations.

Members of the EBU have embraced these principles and guidelines,
with some importing sections into their own news-gathering structures.
The document has reinforced the importance of the ethical use of uc;
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it has also provided members with the building blocks to become more
confident in social news-gathering. This has led to a new stream of
content for public service media, opening a new fount of stories for
audiences across the world.

In Closing

Over the past decade, trust in the media has been tested like never
before. News organizations had once been lauded for their factual and
unbiased reporting; today they find themselves ridiculed by alternative
news sources and right-leaning government actors.

Public service media are the bedrock of any democratic society. They
enable the public to access information (which is a fundamental right)
and express diverse opinions. They also foster pluralism. To those ends,
they must maintain their independence, both financial and editorial,
while adapting to meet audience demands in the digital age.

The ever-increasing role that ugc plays in output has brought
an acute awareness of the pitfalls that come with it. In this era of
“alternative facts,” never before have the five Ws been so important in
all facets of the newsroom, especially in the relatively young field of
social news-gathering.

When uac is handled with the highest ethical standards, news
organizations need not fear it. Adapting journalistic skills to discover,
forensically examine, and acquire permission for the use of ugc allows
for its ease of use, ensuring the building of confidence within an organ-
ization as well as trust among its audience.

While all news organizations want to be first, they also have a duty
to the audience to be right. Adherence to a set of ideals such as the EBU
Eyewitness Principles and Guidelines offers organizations something
reliable with which to navigate and decipher the news amidst all the
noise emerging on social media.

We are quickly approaching a turning point in the industry in the
use of ugc. The varying standards that organizations adopt in handling
uac are shedding a spotlight on the unethical use of third-party content
by news media. Payment or no payment? Courtesy or no courtesy?
Even issues of copyright and permission are bringing considerable
scrutiny to organizations and practitioners operating in this space.
Organizations need to hold themselves to a higher standard: Go through
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a strict verification process. Ask for permission. Be transparent about
who will use or have access to the content. Accept no as an answer.
Show courtesy to the copyright holder and recognize their contribution
to your output.

While regulation may not be the answer, industry-wide adoption of
ethical principles and guidelines is on the horizon for those working
for traditional media organizations and agencies.

Although just one pillar of the trusted EBU alliance, the ESN oper-
ation has shown that commitment to journalistic principles and ethical
news-gathering standards plays an ever-important role in navigating
real-time news, while ethical and transparent consistency raises trust
in the organization’s operations.

However, bringing the ESN from concept to core service has not
been without its challenges. The idea of digital transformation and
adoption of new work processes and content has raised several ques-
tions, most notably, Why do we need this? Why now? Why can’t things
stay the same?

At the EBU, the Eurovision News Exchange has been delivering
high-quality and respected broadcast material for more than sixty
years to homes worldwide. The key to the EsN’s successful integration
into the service was to understand the existing services, identify what
members wanted, and find a way to serve specific markets in ways that
complimented the existing service.

Essential to that integration has been buy-in from the newsroom.
To achieve that, you have to bring people into the process. At the News
Exchange, outlining the research and analysis, mapping, and clearly
communicating the potential journey and vision for the service has
brought a greater understanding of the possibilities that such a service
can offer while also identifying those who are ready to begin working
on the service. But it is crucial to understand when undergoing a digital
transformation that it is normal for people within an organization to
resist change. Integrating new systems and processes into an organ-
ization takes time, and not everyone immediately wants that change.

What we learned from creating the ESN and incorporating it into the
organization was that precision beats power, and timing beats speed.
Know your audience, make precise and deliberate decisions, and com-
municate with your people.
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Addendum I
EBU Eyewitness News Principles and Guidelines at a Glance

TRANSPARENCY

« We will be transparent about the source of the Eyewitness News Content.

» We will require the explicit crediting of content when it is editorially
necessary to indicate the source of the content.

SOURCE

« In general, we do not solicit eyewitnesses to produce free material.

» We protect our sources.

« Journalists and producers should consider the physical and emotional
welfare of originators. They will be sensitive to the situation an originator
might be in when contacting them to receive permission for the use of
their content.

« We will guard against using eyewitness media [UGc] in situations
that might be dangerous to the person who created it or to others in
the images.

o We will stress to possible providers of eyewitness media that they must not
take risks to gather information or imagery.

PAYMENT, COPYRIGHT, AND LICENSING

« We will not distribute eyewitness media content unless we're certain we
have the rights to do so.

« We will seek informed consent for the use of eyewitness media through
direct communication with the individual who created it.

o We respect the rights of the copyright holder.

« We ensure that copyright holders are able to give informed consent to our
use of their material.

o We will not pay for Eyewitness News Content nor commission such
content from suppliers.

o We respect the request of the copyright holder to withdraw material from
future use.

« We do not use “fair use” concepts in dealing with eyewitness media, and
if news public interest exceptions are used, we apply the principles of the
supplier’s jurisdiction. This would be based upon the work’s copyright
status in its country of origin and the copyright law within said country.
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COURTESY

o We give a courtesy crediting the owners of the eyewitness material to
acknowledge their contribution and collaboration in our news production.
Wherever the content appears, whether it be in broadcast or online, the
originator’s name will appear on screen recognizing them as the owner.

« We respect the right of the copyright holder to seek payment or
reimbursement should their required courtesy not be adhered to.

GRAPHIC MATERIAL

o We respect the privacy of victims of violence and do not seek out
shocking, disturbing, and extreme content gratuitously.

« We will be sensitive to the impact that exposure to graphic content may
have on eyewitnesses and editorial staff.

o We will obscure or pixelate images only when the intent is to protect
the identity of someone in the image or to protect viewers from gory or
graphic material.

« We avoid material that exploits children or infringes on their rights unless
there are important public interest reasons [at stake].

« We avoid identifying — by name or photo - children who are connected
with a crime as perpetrators, victims, or witnesses.

o We obtain a parent’s permission before clearing content from a child
under the age of 16.

PRIVACY

» We will not gather content that infringes on the privacy of individuals or
is secretly recorded unless clearly in the public interest to do so.

o We consider the standard for publishing material about private individuals
who are thrust into the public eye as higher than that for public
individuals.

ACCURATE AND RELEVANT

o We will verify and check all eyewitness content. We will correct and notify
[about] all mistakes.

o We consider eyewitness media an extension of our own journalism.

« We don’t run such material unless we're sure it’s authentic.

« We partner with other organizations and the public to verify the accuracy
of eyewitness media.

» We will provide accurate context for our reporting.

« We will ensure sources are reliable.
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CONNECTED AND ACCOUNTABLE

o We encourage reciprocity in exchanges with non-journalists. In the spirit
of collaboration, we acknowledge copyright holders’ contributions to our
news production and follow up on requests to share news items featuring
their material.

» We will engage with our audiences about our use of eyewitness content
and the principles we adopt when using it.

THE WELL-BEING OF STAFE AND CONTRIBUTORS

o We will support staff and contributors who may be confronted with
graphic or otherwise disturbing content, ensuring awareness and openness
in dealing with these issues in our newsrooms.’

Notes

Ezez, “About the EBU.

For more on the Barcelona terrorist attacks, see chapter 12 (Escudero).

For more on the verification process, see chapters 3 (Miller) and 11 (Kang).
Ezez, “50 Ways”

Ezez, EBU Eyewitness News.
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The Origins, Development, and
Future of the User-Generated
Content Team at the BBC

NATALIE MILLER

It is not easy to be ahead of the game and predict the next move in
media trends or indeed in audience trends, but that is what the BBC
did back in 2005 when it began a trial involving six journalists using
the BBC News website to source user-generated content. Fifteen years
later, that un-catchy term still exists but the team has gone through some
significant changes: no longer six, we are now eleven, and we no longer
just use the BBC News website — with the development of social media
our sources of material as well as our staff have expanded. I have been
fortunate enough to witness some, if not all, of those changes. This is a
brief introduction to the BBC’s User-Generated Content team, or UGC
team, its development, and a few key changes that have been made to
it, along with, perhaps, a glimpse into its future.

How It All Began

On Boxing Day in 2004 a tsunami hit multiple countries in Southeast
Asia, causing mass devastation across the region.' The effects of this
tsunami were felt not just in the region itself but around the globe. It
was a world-spanning event over the course of which millions of people
took pictures, made phone calls, and sent emails to friends, family, and
the media. They described and pictured what happened.

The BBC received hundreds of messages in the days and weeks
after the event, and because there was no central place at the time for
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people to reach out to us, they instead emailed and sent pictures to the
programmes they watched or listened to. Individual programmes across
the BBC all received content, and all of them used that content but none
of them shared it; at the time it was not even considered.

But what if there was one team assigned to dealing with this content,
checking it, processing it, and then making sure all programmes could
use it? The idea was simple: to develop a User-Generated Content Hub.
The uGgc Hub, as it became known, was set up in January 2005 following
the tsunami for a six-month trial to see if it was worthwhile. The trial
was to end at the end of July 2005.

Although the ucc Hub was useful in those first five months,
not many programs saw it as an important part of journalism, and
it took many years for the hub to become a critical part of all BBC
News output. In the early days, producers on the team were assigned
to work with certain programs: we worked with Tv, radio, and online
programs. But while every program editor had access to the team and
its work, and indeed each producer was in daily contact with programs
offering stories and content, only a few editors saw the value and used
the material we provided. Even so, with the help of these enthusiasts
of uGc, we were able to establish a reputation for providing accurate
and newsworthy material from the public.

But the majority of editors in the newsroom at this time thought
news should be the sole preserve of journalists. It was they who should
be finding the news, sourcing it, verifying it, ensuring it was balanced,
adding context, and then reporting it. Journalists were also the ones
who decided what stories the public would be interested in; for them,
the only purpose of the public was to consume the news.

Many editors found it difficult to imagine the change that was about
to take place. The term “citizen journalist” was already well used, but
the view was that even if the public did become more involved in the
news-making process, they did not have the skill, the knowledge, or
the training to present a balanced viewpoint and tell the story. There
was also a concern about accuracy: could we trust these members of
the public to tell us the truth? It took a while for these news editors to
grasp that members of the public did not need to be involved in the
entire process; they could simply be a part of it, with trained journal-
ists verifying the content they were sharing, putting that material into
context, and providing a balanced viewpoint.
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A turning point came in July 2005 toward the end of the BBC’s
uGc trial. In July 2005 London was attacked; bombs went off in four
locations, killing fifty-two people. It was only after our work on that
day that the real value of the ugc team began to be acknowledged.?

I was on my way to work that morning, as a producer on Radio 5
Live fixing guests to come and talk on the radio. I was on a train, like
many others, when the bombs went off. My first thought as I got off the
train and was told all tube lines had closed was to phone work, from a
payphone, to tell them I was going to be late, and then to phone home
and tell them I was okay. I had no idea what was going on, just that
there were no trains and no cell phone signals and a lot of confusion.

My team was not aware of what had happened. They were reporting
signal failures and electrical faults, but even at that time the ucc team
was starting to receive word that it was not a mass signal failure, as was
being reported, but a bomb - in fact, multiple bombs had gone off on
the London Underground and on a London bus. They not only had
people emailing to say this, they also had photos, images from inside
the tunnels as people were evacuating and photos of a bus in Tavistock
Square. As former UGc assistant editor Matthew Eltringham wrote in
his blog of July 2010:

We had credible intelligence of every single one of the four bombs
by 9:58am - including one that told us of the Tavistock Square
bomb by 9:55am; just ten minutes after it had happened. At that
time the BBC, and the rest of the media, were still reporting that
there had been some kind of signaling or electrical fault. These
erroneous reports moved one eyewitness, Lou Stern, to send in
his pictures of the bus bomb because, as he put it, it clearly wasn't
a signalling fault.?

The team that had been set up to source images of breaking news wasn't
just getting images and eyewitnesses, it was breaking the news itself.
It was clear from that moment that the small team provided a vital
resource. One of the team’s producers, Victoria Park,* summed up the
unique nature of the team and its development:

When I started not many people had heard of ugc, let alone
knew what it meant. But I joined the team knowing that ucc was
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going to be very important to news story telling. And this was
due to one event that had stuck in my mind 12 months previously.
In January of 2009, a US airliner on a domestic flight with 155
people onboard crashed into the Hudson River in New York City
but with no loss of life. One of the very first pictures to be posted
was taken by Janis Krums from Florida. Mr Krums, who was on
a ferry, took a picture on his phone and immediately posted it on
Twitpic. In the first few minutes after the crash, his picture of the
plane was being shared around the world. This was the beginning
of an important shift in the way news stories were to be sourced.
And, in 2010, I was excited to be a part of it.

How Social Media Changed Our Work

I was excited to be part of this team, as for me talking to people at the
heart of a story was key to being a journalist. I joined the team in 2007
just as things were really about to change. Up until that point the team
had used forms and email addresses trailed on the BBC News Channel
and the BBC News website to get content. It was, and to this day still
is, a successful way to source content from our audiences. But things
can change very quickly.

Back in 2007 very few BBC journalists were actively using social
media for personal use, let alone work. However, in the hub we were
always looking for new ways to reach our audiences - audiences in
places we as journalists couldn’t get to, or couldn’t get to in time. When
we heard about a microblogging site — a place where you could blog
in 140 characters — we thought it had potential. At the time, this site -
Twitter — seemed like a fantastic way to get more content. In 2007,
60,000 tweets were being sent each day; even if Twitter users sent just
two or three tweets a day, that still meant a potential 20,000 people
around the world who could be in the right place at the right time to
take, and post, video or photos. The potential for news-gathering was
huge. The BBC has more than 6,500 journalists working in 181 cities
in 117 countries around the world,” but even the BBC does not have
people everywhere.

The ugc team had the first officially branded BBC account on
Twitter, an account we still use today, among other accounts on other
social media platforms. But while the introduction of social media into
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newsrooms had many advantages, especially in reaching and connecting
with audiences, it wasn’t long before we realized that the platforms also
posed a number of problems.

Finding content was not always easy. At first it was not too hard
to search through posts, but with more and more people using the
platforms to share material, sifting through content became more chal-
lenging. Users had begun resharing content, sometimes hundreds or
thousands of times, which made it difficult to locate the original content.

There was also the growing issue of credibility. Who were the people
sharing this material? What were their motives? Had the content been
altered in any way? Was it real? And did we have the right, legally and
ethically, to use it? These were all questions that needed to be answered
before any uGc could be published. While these issues were not insur-
mountable, they did mean changing how we worked. We had tools to
help us, but we added verification processes, which — problematic for
a journalist working on a breaking story — added time.

All the while, the ugc team’s reputation at the BBC was growing,
and newsrooms were now depending on our ability to use social media
to find people at the heart of the story to comment on major breaking
news events.

Using WhatsApp for Social News-Gathering

There were some stories that had always left us frustrated, and earth-
quakes were one of them. Earthquakes take out power lines, phone lines,
and electrical supplies, and in those situations it’s almost impossible
to get hold of people. But in 2015 that changed. In March of that year
an earthquake struck Nepal, and within minutes, pictures and videos
were being sent to us. Even more important, in addition to having the
content we had a way to get in touch with people and interview them
and verify the material. We did all this via WhatsApp.

Since then, WhatsApp has become one of the primary ways we
gather content. When we ask our users to get in touch, we make sure
to include our WhatsApp number. It is an easy, convenient, and cheap
way for people to keep in touch with us. It is also an easy way for them
to share content with us.

WhatsApp has enabled us to reach audiences quickly and efficiently,
but it has also opened the door to a range of new problems, not only
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because a lot of the conversations on WhatsApp are private, but
also because it is very easy to share content that may be misleading or
inaccurate, or simply not yours to share. Content is often shared and
forwarded between people and groups many times before it reaches
us, so finding the original source is often tricky if not impossible. It is
crucial for journalists to find the original source and speak to them,
not only to establish copyright and permission to use the material but
also to gather facts and verify the content.

Twitter and WhatsApp are not the only sources of ucc. Today we
search platforms like Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, YouTube, and
TikTok. This list will change and grow as more platforms are developed
and users move between them.

Where the Audience Goes, We Follow

We monitor all these platforms because our audiences have embraced
them. When I started with the team I had a mobile phone. I used it
to make phone calls and send text messages. It could take photos, but
it was not connected to the Internet, so I could only tweet via text.
However, the availability of smart phones, cheaper data packages, faster
connection speeds, and better-quality phone cameras has meant more
content can be shared.

The journalists who spend their time searching for ucc on social
media need to follow the audience. It is not just journalists who rely on
the platforms; so do the people who use them. For example, while we
still use Twitter to find content on breaking stories, we also use Snap-
chat. Snapchat’s map feature enables us to locate clips easily and adds
a level of verification, besides providing a valuable source of content.
In fact, for every story we use a variety of social media as well as our
forms and other sources of direct messaging to gather content.

There will perhaps come a point when there are simply too many
platforms for us to follow, too many accounts to keep up to date, and
we will have to decide which ones are worthwhile. Perhaps they will
be the ones with the greatest numbers of users, the widest geographic
reach, or the greatest range of content, or perhaps we will have to dip
in and out of various themed or location-based sites depending on the
stories we are covering. With an ever-increasing demand for content and
more organisations chasing the same material, it is more important than
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ever to build a trusting relationship with our audience. We want them
to come to us first, we want them to tell us what is going on. We can
only build that relationship by speaking their language on the platforms
they use. TV news is either dead or dying. Younger audiences simply
do not sit down at the same time each day to watch a news broadcast
prepared by one organization. They watch on the go, when they want
to, they pick and choose between news organizations, and they watch
different types of content in different places. If we can build a brand
and a reputation, if we are on the same platforms as they are, if we can
tailor our content and talk to them in their language, then maybe they
will choose us as a trusted news source, and maybe when something
happens or when they chance upon a BBcC story they will get in touch
with us. If we don’t follow our audience, this simply will not happen.

We were early adopters of this content, but we are no longer the
only ones looking for it. Today, all broadcasters and news agencies look
for, and use, uGgc. Already we have started to change the way we
look for material. Increasingly we are using third-party sites to help
us source content from various social networks; their use of artificial
intelligence helps us pick through the content to find material we want.
Some news agencies today focus solely on finding and verifying uvcc.

I think there will always be room for agencies working in this field.
Traditional news agencies were trusted sources that were in places we
couldn’t get to quickly; they had stringers around the world providing
content. The new social agencies will operate in much the same way.
For broadcasters that can afford to sign up they will be an additional
source of content. We will still need to work with them to ensure the
content has been verified and is authentic. As they diversify and follow
audiences across various platforms, we will likely use them more and
more. Audiences too are seeing the value of these agencies, and indeed
are seeing the value of the content they are capturing. Many now sell
their own pictures and videos to the highest bidder.

But while there is competition, there is also collaboration. We have
been working with other organizations to share our verification work
and to share content. Sharing is important, for we need to keep in mind
the pressure a lot of media attention can place on someone who is not
expecting it or is not used to it. If one team finds, verifies, and clears
material, why can’t others benefit too?
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The BBC has many relationships with broadcasters around the world,
and when we clear content we always ask the users if they will let us
share their content with our international broadcasting partners. The
BBC does not acquire the rights to the content; the rights are always
retained by the users. So it is important that we make it clear to them
that when they give us permission to use their content, they may also
see it on international broadcasters.

The Importance of Verification

The ugc hub now uses a variety of sources to track, trace, and clear
content. We have had to change how we verify that content. When
I started at the hub in 2007 we did not talk about verification quite
as much as we do now, but even then we did journalistic checks on
the people we were speaking to and the content we were being sent.
However, verification soon became our mantra, and we have developed
new ways to verify the content we find.

At first, every picture that was sent to us had exif (exchangeable
image file) data, which told us the time, date, and location a photo
was taken. Nowadays, as material is shared, then reshared and scraped
from the Internet, then shared via social media or private channels
such as WhatsApp, the overall picture of where an image originated is
no longer clear.

Verification has become our most valuable skill: the importance of
knowing whether a picture or video is genuine cannot be understated,
especially in this era of disinformation and fake news.° And while the
development of tech has made it easier for images and videos to be
manipulated, it has also made it easier for us to detect that manipulation.

We use many tools — mapping tools to find information about loca-
tion, tools that tell us about the weather, tools that analyze the position
of shadows, and street view and satellite imagery to find locations and
cross-check those with the images we have” We use video location
searches and tools developed by aid agencies to map disasters. And
tools to detect image manipulation. Some of the tools we use, such
as maps and street views, have been around for a long time and were
not developed with verification in mind. Meanwhile, new tools are being
developed, some of them for the express purpose of helping journalists
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verify content. But while tools like these are useful in the verification
process, it is also crucial to ask a lot of questions, use common sense,
and apply journalistic instincts.

It is easy to share a photo and say it is something it is not. That is
the most common type of fakery the uGc team has to deal with. Quite
often, people share things they genuinely believe are true. For those
whose intent is to mislead, A1-generated images known as “fakes” and
“deep fakes” are getting easier to create. As Tom Gerken,® who joined
the team in 2017, said:

I think in the future, journalists will have no choice but to be
skilled up in most everything that we do in ucc. I'm unconvinced
that you’ll be able to be a journalist in 2040 unless you know how
to verify a video online, as by then “fake news” will surely have
proliferated to a point where it’s next to impossible for normal
people to distinguish it.

Look at the advancement of “deep fakes,” and pair it
with Adobe’s frightening “Photoshop for voice” which is in
development. Very soon people with a malicious intent will be
able to make it look and sound as if someone said something
they didn't.

Our role and that of other news organizations will be to
distinguish what is real and what is not. We can’t expect social
media companies to do it.

People Are Our Best Resource

We also rely on the expertise of the people we work with to aid in the
verification process. BBC journalists around the world are an incredible
resource because of their knowledge, local knowledge, and language
skills. Local knowledge in particular is key to verifying content, so when
something happens in another country, these people become invaluable.

Consider this example. Our team was trying to verify a video claiming
to have been filmed in the days following an earthquake in Iran. The
video showed a heartwarming scene - a little boy collecting aid for his
family with his young sister. It was a scene of hope in a story about utter
devastation. Verification can take a long time, and every editor wanted
to use this video straight away, so the pressure was on to find the origins
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and establish the facts. That day we were fortunate to have an Iranian
journalist as part of the team. He looked at this clip and said no, it didn’t
sound right - simply that. We needed more time to investigate.

To him, the accents in the video were wrong. The earthquake had
happened in the mountainous border region of the country, more than
400 miles from Tehran, yet the people in the video were speaking with
Tehrani accents.

We looked closer at the background. This earthquake had wiped out
entire villages, but in the background there was no rubble. We also tried
to find the person who had filmed the video. It was being shared widely
on Telegram, privately and securely, making it nearly impossible to find
out where it had come from. However, eventually we found someone
who helped lead us to the owners, who confirmed our suspicions that
the video had not been filmed in the aftermath of the earthquake but
was actually a little boy collecting food for a festival in Tehran.

We were then able to tell the rest of the BBC not to use this video in
this context, for had not been filmed in the aftermath of the earthquake.
We often get criticized for not being quick when it comes to giving an
answer on a video, but accuracy is more important than speed, and in
this case we were right to take our time.

In this instance we were also fortunate enough to have a journalist
from Iran on hand. That is not always the case, but we always do have the
ability to tap into the knowledge of other BBC journalists around
the world. Whenever we are involved with a global story, whether it is
an explosion in Beirut, an attack in Syria, or unrest in Sudan, we always
approach teams on the ground for their help and expertise.

The first step in verification is to speak to the person who owns
the footage or image. In some cases that simply is not possible — we
cannot find that person, or we might be putting them and their family
in danger simply by talking to them. In these cases, we seek out local
BBC journalists.

When it is not possible to speak to the owner or a BBC contact, we
ascertain as much as we can about the content from what we can see
and hear ourselves. In these circumstances we can rarely be 100 percent
confident about a source, but we can usually make some assumptions
as to the accuracy of the material provided, and that, along with other
sources and information, can help form a more complete picture of an
event or incident.
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Working Together Makes Us Stronger

At the BBC all news teams across the organization can ask the uc
team to help with verification. In addition to that, the BBC Academy,
an internal training unit, now offers a dedicated verification training
course to all new journalists joining the organization, not just those
joining the ugc hub. And it’s not just journalists at the hub who can
help with verification. More and more journalists are working together
to stop the spread of inaccurate information.

For example, in 2017 the uGc hub along with other European broad-
casters joined a project launched by First Draft News called CrossCheck.
The aim was to find and verify claims being made during the French
election. Each broadcaster had its own remit, but we worked together
to separate fact from fiction, report accurately, and expose misleading
and confusing claims that were circulating online. The CrossCheck
team has gone on to work on other elections.

The Impact of Vicarious Trauma

We are acutely aware of the impact traumatic events have on people
who witness them. Merely watching this type of content, or hearing
people describe it, can do our journalists harm. That is why vicarious
trauma, like verification, has become a key word in our vocabulary.®
In addition to developing workflows around social news-gathering and
verification, we have developed systems and workflows to help us as
journalists deal with graphic material.

We have guidelines in place that we follow while working on a story.
For example, we no longer watch and listen to videos in their entirety;
instead, we watch in sections and listen to the audio separately. We also
take turns working on stories that we know will deliver graphic content
so that no one person is overwhelmed, and on the day of a major event
we rotate people wherever possible. We now ask anyone sending us
content to mark it clearly to let us know whether it is graphic; that way,
we know what to expect when we open that email. We have meetings
outside of the work environment specifically to discuss any story that
has had an impact on our mental health. Chatting with other colleagues
about our experiences can help, but sometimes it is also necessary to
chat with a professional, and to that end we have a system of support
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available to us twenty-four hours a day and managers are trained to
spot signs of trauma in colleagues and refer them to our dedicated
team of mental health professionals. These professionals are on hand
for everyone in the uGc team and throughout the BBC.

The Future of UGC

Technology has forced journalists to adapt. In many ways it has made
our lives easier, allowing us to find and verify more content. It has also
allowed us to open doors to new audiences and new stories. But with
these advantages have come new and distinct challenge.. Smart phones
and social media accounts have had a significant impact on our work,
but so — even more - has our understanding of ugcC’s potential. ugc
now plays a key part in our work every single day.

Many journalists needed time to adapt to ugc. Having a team
dedicated to this type of work did help. We were at the forefront of
using social media tools to find, source, and verify this content. We
were in touch with our audience every day and could see the types of
questions and stories they were talking about and were interested in.
Not only did we become the team that sourced this content, we also led
the way in helping others understand and see its value. We encountered
many problems as we grew and developed in this work, not least the
impact of vicarious trauma on journalists and producers, but we were
able to develop systems to help us cope with those situations. We used
our knowledge to develop courses and showed others how to use the
tools we used every day to source and verify material and how to avoid
the pitfalls. In short, we have helped all journalists at the BBC become
UGC journalists.

But what does the future hold for the ucc team? I fear we will
become the victims of our own success. More and more journalists
are becoming proficient in sourcing and verifying content, and that is
a good thing, but with more skills will the BBC newsroom still need a
dedicated uGc team to do this work? I don’t think it will.

It makes sense to have every journalist know how to use social
media to find content quickly, how to verify the authenticity of that
content, and how to speak to those in traumatic situations who are
sharing material. The tools and skills developed by journalists working
in social news-gathering are critical for all journalists, regardless of their
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day-to-day role. Perhaps the next stage for this small but dedicated team
will be more deep-dive investigations and collaborations with other
teams on specific projects, programs, and documentaries. And while
the uGc team is busy working in the dark corners of the Web trying
to debunk deep fakes and find the truth about content, the rest of the
newsroom will be gathering news and content through social media.

In the future I would like to see journalists have tools that will help
with this process, tools that not only search for the content but also
help to verify it. I'd like to see more work done by social platforms
too, to help mitigate vicarious trauma, not just for journalists who are
sourcing material but for everyone on their platforms. Content should
be filtered and warnings added so that everyone knows what they are
about to see and can make informed decisions about whether to view it.

Every journalist working in a dangerous environment, whether a
protest or a war zone, has dedicated training before being allowed to
go to those areas and cover those stories, and likewise every journalist
searching through social media should have dedicated training as prep-
aration for the type of content they might see. The impact of vicarious
trauma cannot be underestimated, and newsrooms of the future will
need to account for it and prepare their journalists just like they would
when sending them to report directly on traumatic stories.

However the future newsroom develops, the need for ugc and veri-
fication work will not vanish; in fact it will become more crucial than
ever. I believe that demand for it will continue to grow. But however
the ugc team at the BBC changes and adapts, for us our audience will
always be at the heart of everything we do.
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Notes

For more discussion on the Boxing Day tsunami, see chapters 9 (Lithgow)
and 12 (Escudero).

See also the discussion on the London bombings in chapter 12 (Escudero).
Eltringham, “vcc”

Victoria Park, private correspondence, 2019. Published with permission.
BBC News Press team, May 2019.

For more on fake news, see the Prologue and chapters 4 (Remple) and 6
(Lithgow and Martin).

For more on such “digital forensics techniques,” see chapter 10 (Santos).
Tom Gerken, private correspondence, 2019. Published with permission.
For more on vicarious trauma, or secondary trauma, and its effect on the
mental health of journalists, see chapters 4 (Rempel) and 5 (Lau et al.).
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The Global News Audience

User-Generated Content at a
Canadian National Broadcast News Network

SHAUNA REMPEL

Multiplatform entities like Global News rely on user-generated content
(ugc) to develop an audience and power their channels. ugc brings
myriad benefits and opportunities to enrich and diversify news coverage,
but also potential pitfalls that require strong news judgment, ongoing
training, and careful consultation. At Global, uGc allows us to capture
moments that traditional news teams might otherwise miss, thanks
to citizen journalists armed with smart phones and Twitter accounts.
But those same amateur photos or videos can generate a host of com-
plications when it comes to verifying their truthfulness and sorting
out usage rights. Adding to that, the sometimes disturbing nature of
the content raises questions about what both journalists and the news
audience can handle. This chapter explores those benefits and pitfalls,
as well as the tools we can use to source, verify, and clear uGc for use
on broadcast, digital, and social media platforms. This chapter will also
examine how Global News uses ugc on a daily basis, providing several
recent case studies.

About the Organization
Global News, under its parent company Corus Entertainment, is a

national network of local newsrooms and bureaux across Canada. It
is a multimedia organization with four thriving platforms: the legacy
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businesses of television and radio broadcasting and the new media busi-
nesses of digital and social. Its website, globalnews.ca, is run largely by
a Toronto-based national online team.

Within that framework is a small social media—-focused team that
administers dozens of accounts across Twitter, Facebook, Instagram,
YouTube, Pinterest, TikTok, and more. That team is commonly
referred to as the “social desk” The social media specialists collab-
orate daily with video producers, graphic designers, and developers,
as well as local newsrooms across the country, as they interact with
their social media audience of more than 9 million followers, fans,
and subscribers.

A motto at Global News is that “social media is part of everyone’s
job” uGc has now been baked into everyone’s role, whether they work
behind the scenes or on camera, and whether they specialize in radio,
digital, TV, or social media. This is necessary because although the social
team is operational seven days a week, it is not an around-the-clock
operation. So having social media-minded staff in newsrooms coast
to coast, in four different time zones, helps ensure that we never miss
a key piece of uGc.

Explanation of Terms

When discussing uGc, this chapter includes both solicited and
unsolicited submissions from the audience. Various parts of this multi-
platform business use terms such as “viewer,” “listener,” “reader,” and
“user”; on the social media desk we feel that “audience member” is the
most inclusive appellation.

Solicited submissions are prompted by callouts or calls to action, in
which a Global News account or a representative specifically asks for
an audience member to respond in a certain way. For example, a staff
reporter may ask on Facebook for a potential source to contact them
for an interview, or the @globalnews Twitter account may solicit photos
and testimonials for a #MothersDay campaign.

Unsolicited submissions take the form of news tips, photos, video,
and other content sent to newsrooms electronically, via email, direct
messages (DMs) on Facebook, Twitter, or Instagram, or the comments
on those social media accounts.
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Globalnews.ca
@globalnews

Whether you're a new mom or a grandmother,
#MothersDay is always special. Show how you'll
celebrate - and who you'll celebrate with - for the
#MotherOfAllDays18 photo challenge trib.al/ukgqRInM

b

N

Figure 4.1  @globalnews Twitter, Mother’s Day.

Consent

For both solicited and unsolicited submissions, we operate on the
assumption that consent to use the content is implied. That is, in sharing
the content with us, the audience member is giving us consent to use
it on our platforms. Even with implied consent, we endeavour to get
the audience member’s permission in writing for use on all platforms.
This practice is in keeping with that of many news outlets, which use
a version of the following: “Do you consent to [news outlet] using this
video/photo/image, with credit, on all our platforms?”

It is important in a multiplatform news organization to stipulate
that consent is granted for all platforms, to ensure that we have the
option of using that content anywhere. It may not actually be used
on all platforms, but we ask anyway to give ourselves some editorial
flexibility. Generally, the Global News journalist who is corresponding
with the audience member will obtain this blanket consent and then
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communicate to colleagues working across the chain that this step has
been taken. As part of this correspondence, the journalist also confirms
that the audience member owns the content and is the copyright holder.
It is crucial that we confirm who has original ownership of the content
so that there are no unexpected copyright claims after we have published
or broadcast it.

How UGC Is Sourced

Journalists on the centralized social media desk and in local markets
across Canada monitor several communication channels for ucc to
make sure we are staying on top of the latest newsworthy content.
On a daily basis, sometimes many times each day, journalists check
email, DMs, hashtags, and mentions for content the audience is sharing
with us. They also one or more of the services we use to help track
newsworthy uGc.

For several years, we have paid the Storyful social media wire service
to provide verified ugc from around the world, including videos and
photos that are trending or going viral on social media platforms.’
Storyful bills itself as the world’s first social newswire and as a premium
service for not only media but also for business leaders and investors
who want to keep a finger on the pulse of social media activity.* It was
founded in 2010 in Dublin, Ireland, and acquired in 2013 by Rupert
Murdoch’s News Corporation.’ Other wire services such as Reuters
News Agency offer a “Media Solution”; these services gather uGc for
a fee or on a subscription basis.* Again, Reuters does the bulk of the
verification on behalf of Global News and other clients.

Another paid service, Dataminr,’ uses artificial intelligence (A1) to
provide breaking news and “pre-viral” tweets so that journalists can get
a jump on stories as they develop. Dataminr is a Twitter partner and
is subscribed to by 650 newsrooms around the world. Clients receive
alerts based on their chosen interests, which might be politics, enter-
tainment, sports, or breaking news situations such as natural disasters.
Like Storyful, Dataminr has diversified over the years; in addition to
news organizations, it has corporate and public sector clients such as
police services, which use the a1 Pulse tool for surveillance. Once a
journalist clicks on an alert, she is taken directly to a tweet and can
decide from there if it is worth further exploration.
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CrowdTangle, a free service purchased by Facebook in 2016, can be
programmed to help journalists monitor “overperforming” public posts
on Reddit subreddits, Facebook pages, and Instagram accounts.’ You-
Tube has been discontinued as a platform monitored by CrowdTangle,
and Twitter access has been curtailed over the years. The service is
especially useful for tracking photos, videos, and information from
public figures such as politicians or celebrities who have unrestricted
public accounts on Facebook and Instagram.

How UGC Is Obtained

Twitter is the easiest platform for obtaining photos because journalists
can simply download directly from the tweet, while Facebook is easiest
for obtaining video because the settings generally allow for straight-
forward downloading. On other platforms it is simply a matter of taking
a screenshot or using a third-party app to record a video or asking the
audience member to send it directly.

For its paying customers, Storyful makes social media content avail-
able for downloading or embedding on a case-by-case basis. Some
people who partner with Storyful only allow their photo or video to be
embedded as it originally appeared on their own social media account.
News organizations have less control over embedded content, which
cannot be edited and cannot be used if deleted by the original user.

Different Uses of UGC

To augment breaking news coverage. This is especially useful when we
can’t have Global News journalists on the ground immediately. Let’s use
an example of a huge fire in a rural area. A Global crew is on its way to
the scene, and until it gets there, a ugc video of the burning trees and
smoke-filled skies is used to tide us over until they arrive. Other times,
the most dramatic moment - for example, a barn collapsing in flames -
has already passed but was captured by citizens with cell phones.

To power our Instagram accounts. uGc videos and photos can help
us update the main Global News Instagram account multiple times a
day, and local accounts at least daily. Trending videos are a good fit
for the main @globalnews account, while many local accounts use
more “beautiful” content such as photos of nature sent in by users.
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@ Globalnews.ca @ @globalnews
September 24, 2019

Justin Trudeau sits down in first interview since
brownface scandal

Liberal leader Justin Trudeau sits down with Global National's Dawna Friesen while
making a campaign stop in Burnaby, B.C. This is Trudeau’s first sit-down interview
since images emerged of him in brown and blackface last week. #cdnpoli #elxn43
Photo via @GlobalNational

Figure 4.2 @globalnews Twitter, 24 September 2019

In some markets, audience members regularly use hashtags such as
#YourManitoba or #GlobalBCWeatherWindow as a way of submitting
images for consideration by Global News editors.

To highlight our own reporters’ work. When our audience is reacting
favourably on Twitter to a story we have covered, we curate and publish
those favourable tweets using the Twitter Moments curation tool. This
is an easy way to reflect audience opinion while continuing to draw
attention to our coverage. This is also quite effective for exclusives, such
as a 2019 interview with Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau in
the wake of a scandal involving racist make-up.”

To create made-for-social videos. These videos may be lightly edited
“raw” footage, along with the Global News logo and a bit of text making
it clear where the video was shot and by whom. Other times we do a
heavier edit with a short script that appears as text on the screen; this
is known as text-on-video or Tov format.
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To earn revenue via monetization opportunities. Facebook and Twitter
offer publishers the opportunity to make money from ads that appear
before or during videos that appear on their platforms. These pre-
roll and mid-roll monetization programs can be lucrative for both the
social media platform and the publisher, which split the advertising
revenue. UGC provides a regular source of footage that can be turned
into monetized made-for-social videos.

To create brand awareness. When a new editorial product is launched,
such as a weather-focused mobile app, or there are changes to broadcast
show formats or on-air hosts, a uGc callout can help spread the word.
Sometimes a small prize is involved. For example, audience members
may be encouraged to post something about the weather app for a
chance to win a Global News-branded umbrella.

To build audience engagement. By reflecting the life of a community,
we hope to attract an engaged audience whose members feel that they
have some agency in aspects of our editorial programming. An engaged
audience that interacts with us on social media is more likely to be a
loyal audience, across our platforms.

Benefits

UGC acts as a backup set of eyes and ears when we do not have staffers
on the ground. uGc is of course used to create new content for social
media, digital, and broadcast platforms. But it also helps us locate
sources so that we can piece together the story - the audience members
posting the UGC can confirm dates, times, locations, and other crucial
details during interviews. It helps us with both discovery and cover-
age. If we see a crucial piece of information or something captured on
camera, we can use it to convey the story to our audience. uc allows
us to keep up with our competition when a situation is developing.
To use the earlier example of a fire in a rural area, let’s imagine that one
news outlet is on the scene and has dramatic images of a barn burning
down. If we can’t match the coverage with our own staff-shot images,
UGC is the next best thing — or even better, perhaps a citizen has already
captured the best moment.

Callouts for ugc are an effective way to engage with our audience on
our various platforms and to make them feel engaged and connected.
Audience members like to see their own voices or photos reflected
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in our content. Many of our callouts are done via Instagram’s vertical
stories, which have the added advantage of a quick turnaround, as
people respond directly to the post and all the responses are aggregated
and easily shareable. ugc creates for us a virtuous circle of social media
practitioners both consuming and creating content, which Global News
can then share with a larger audience - all while earning revenue.

Drawbacks

“Brand-safe” content. One challenge that Global News and other news
outlets face when participating in monetization programs run by Face-
book and Twitter is the stipulation that videos must be “brand-safe”
for advertisers. Generally this means no crime news or any of the three
Ds: death, disaster, or danger. There are a host of other restrictions that
make it difficult for a news outlet to create the necessary volume of
advertiser-friendly videos to make programs profitable.

Misinformation, disinformation, hoaxes, and other fakery. As with
anything involving social media, the twin spectres of misinformation
and disinformation are always looming for news outlets. If a publisher is
taken in by “fake news,” the fallout can be detrimental to the publisher’s
reputation. Staff are trained to be suspicious of anything that seems too
amazing - it very possibly is not true. We track down the original poster
of the content to ask them to confirm information and provide more
details to prove the veracity of the ucc. The interview usually starts
with asking them to attest that they indeed shot the video and therefore
own the rights to it, because trending content can be misappropriated by
other users looking to gain from the attention. This is a time-consuming
process and can result in less-conscientious competitors beating us to
publication. Before publication, journalists and their managers discuss
the steps they have taken to verify the ucc and whether we as a news
organization feel comfortable using it.

Many news organizations use Storyful to help verify viral videos
and other uGc. But relying on a for-profit service such as this has both
benefits and drawbacks. Once the videos are verified and added to the
newswire’s premium content library, they may only be available for a
fee. Essentially, news outlets must make a choice: either try to source
and verify the ugc themselves, or spend limited resources on a service
that does the verification for them.
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Secondary trauma. The content that journalists must immerse them-
selves in can be graphic and disturbing.® Often they must watch and
rewatch violent footage or parse the horrific details of testimonials from
audience members. In pursuit of the story, journalists wade into the
darkest corners of the Web, including the undermoderated comment
sections of social media sites and blogs. Journalists themselves are
subject to abuse online, often in the form of social media messages
from trolls. To counteract this, many news organizations such as Global
News limit the amount of time that journalists spend dealing with
potentially disturbing uGc. It is recommended that journalists work on
uGc-related tasks in short bursts, interspersed with their other duties.
While social media is a part of everyone’s job, we have chosen not to
make UGc verification a full-time job, out of concern for the well-being
of employees. Global News also has an employee assistance program
that offers trauma counselling and other support services.

Fair dealing. This is the limited exception to copyright for the
purposes of news reporting, review, or criticism, and is an issue that
social media teams must take seriously. Using a copyright-protected
work without obtaining consent or paying copyright royalties can be
a minefield for news outlets. Fair dealing is allowed as a legal defence
for copyright infringement, but only if certain criteria are met and
certain conditions are fulfilled. If it turns out that a news outlet does
not have a strong case for fair dealing, it can open the organization up
to costly legal action. Also, it is in the best interests of a reputable news
organization to make fair dealing claims in a responsible manner. After
all, the news organization is also a copyright holder, and if the situation
was reversed, it would not want to see its content used by others without
permission any more than is necessary.

Making a claim often comes down to whether that content is inte-
gral to the story that is being told. Can the story be told without this
particular content? If so, then it likely won't meet the criteria for a fair
dealing claim. However, every claim of fair dealing has its own set of
circumstances, so training and consultation are needed to make sure
the right decision is made.
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Training is necessary to ensure that all staft are armed with basic know-
ledge around verification and fair dealing, as well as best practices around
giving credit and obtaining consent.” While training sessions are offered
to all staff members on a rolling basis, there is a core group of senior
journalists who tend to make the calls for the more complex cases.

Storyful does a good job of differentiating misinformation, which
is inaccurate information shared by people who may themselves have
been misled, from disinformation, which was cooked up specifically to
deceive.” However, misinformation and disinformation can have the
same detrimental effect. Storyful subscribers can access training and
other support when separating misinformation and disinformation
from legitimate content.

Another resource that Global News and other news organizations
find useful when training is the Verification Handbook, authored by
Craig Silverman and other verification experts." This free downloadable
PDF has been updated several times. The original document focused on
emergency reporting. A second version focused on how to accurately
incorporate open data and open-source information into investigative
reporting.” The latest version delves into disinformation and media
manipulation on social media.”

Case Studies
The following are just a few examples of how UGc is used at Global News.
TRENDING HASHTAGS

Social media is full of pseudo-“hashtag holidays,” some of which are
celebrated almost solely in the digital space. These trending hashtags
are often light-hearted and include “national” or “world” to make them
sound more official: #NationalPieDay or #WorldEmojiDay. Trending
hashtags can be great audience engagement opportunities and help
strengthen loyalty to the news brand. Audience members find it easy
to interact with these hashtags.



58 Shauna Rempel

The trending nature of the topics means that little to no prompting
is needed; audience members are already creating content. Often we
are simply inserting ourselves into the ongoing conversation. We may
follow up with users by arranging an interview, but generally, whatever
the public has shared on social media is enough to go on.

Let’s say a hashtag is trending on Twitter early in the morning. A Tv
morning show will record a segment - that originally aired live in one
of the local markets — about the trending hashtag and post the video
directly to Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram. The tweets and replies
to it form the backbone of a curated Twitter Moment, which includes
other Twitter users employing the hashtag." Twitter Moments have
been made for light-hearted topics, an example being #TakeOurKids
ToWorkDay, which featured staff tweets.” An example of a more serious
news use of UGC in a Twitter Moment would be #HongKongProtest,
which entailed rounding up photos of that 2019 movement.'® If there are
enough responses, a producer will gather them and use a social media
video creation service such as Wochit” to make a made-for-social video
of public tweets, Instagram posts, and Facebook posts.

Trending hashtags also inspire daily social media polling, which
we discuss next.

DAILY POLLING

Global News is in the habit of posting one-day polls on Twitter, Facebook,
Instagram Stories, and LinkedIn. Trending hashtags are reliable fodder
for questions, while other polls may play off the top news stories of the
day. That may include queries on the economy, government policies,
or (especially for several months in 2020) the coronavirus pandemic.
Because they are so easy to interact with, and because people often want
to add their own “write-in candidate” for an option that has not been
listed, these are low-hanging fruit when it comes to engagement. Social
media polling regularly garners tens of thousands of responses. The polls
originate on our owned and operated accounts, so we have control over
the content. There is implied consent with all the responses.

Many of the polls stand alone as social-only content. But occasion-
ally the polling will be used to create content for other platforms. For
example, to mark the end of a decade, the Global News social media
desk ran a series of polls in December 2019 asking audience members
about the top moments of the previous ten years.”
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Globalnews.ca @globalnews - Dec 28, 2019
Kony 2012, #BlacklivesMatter &, the ALS Ice Bucket Challenge... these are

just a few of the powerful online-led movements that defined the 2010s.

Which social media-led movement do you think had the most impact?

READ MORE: trib.al/FOpnpOl
#MarchForOurLives 8.6%
The Arab Spring Protests 18.4%
ALS Ice Bucket Challenge 45.8%
#BlackLivesMatter 27.2%

Figure 4.3 @globalnews Twitter, 28 December 2019

NEWS TIP ON LETHBRIDGE DEER DEATH

In January 2019, Lethbridge, Alberta, resident Erica Pritchard captured
a disturbing incident on her cell phone of a police officer running over a
deer multiple times with his patrol vehicle as the animal lay dying on
a street in the city’s north end.” Pritchard said she was driving when
she witnessed a car slam into the rear end of a young deer, apparently
breaking its back legs. Pritchard said that when the Lethbridge officer
arrived on the scene, he ran back and forth over the injured animal
twice with his truck.

Given Global News’s focus on audience engagement within local
markets, getting a video in this manner is not that unusual. But this
particular video, with its shocking violence and disturbing details, was
uGc that made headlines across the country and beyond.

Pritchard sent this unsolicited piece of ucc exclusively to the local
Global Lethbridge newsroom. We conducted an interview to verify
aspects of her story and sought comment from the Lethbridge police.
We also examined the video itself closely for clues that it was shot where
and when Pritchard alleged the incident took place. Assessing and
editing videos like this one can be hard on the staff members involved,
and journalists were offered support, including counselling through the
employee assistance program.

Global News had this story exclusively, and then we kept covering
it, from the initial scoop to the public protest against the police officer
involved,” to the outcome of the Alberta Serious Incident Response
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Team (ASIRT) investigation.” The video was edited and came with
multiple warnings for viewers to use discretion when watching. One
of the warnings was a black slate with text that appeared on screen
before the video started. That warning is especially important on social
media because videos often autoplay, and a black warning slate allows
audience members to make an informed choice to pause and watch,
or keep scrolling.

FIRST TIME I WAS CALLED

This ugc-powered series stems from a story that Global News anchor
Farah Nasser recalled from her childhood: her earliest memory of
experiencing discrimination.” From that negative experience, we set
out on a challenging project called “First Time I Was Called” The
objective was threefold: (1) to give closure to those who have been
labelled, (2) to create an opportunity for empathy, and (3) to counteract
the “bystander effect”*

When #FirstTimelwasCalled hit Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram,
the conversation exploded. The Global News social media team mod-
erated conversations on our social media accounts so that the dialogue
stayed constructive and candid. It was at times raw, at other times
nuanced, but always lively as Canadians discussed the thorny issues of
prejudice and discrimination. Thousands of people bravely shared their
stories. Canadian public figures weighed in. The social media execution
for the project won a major industry award.*

The emphasis was on public conversation, primarily on our
owned and operated social media accounts. As the project unfolded,
we followed up by conducting interviews with some participating
audience members.

While this was a social media-focused project, it also drove cover-
age on television and radio as well as in-person and online. On the
globalnews.ca website, we published several round-ups of curated
social media conversations, and each sparked even more social media
conversation. Project members worked with teachers to create a syllabus
about the impact of hurtful words. Nasser hosted a discussion for an
international journalism event about the series.”
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Figure 4.4 #FirstTimeIWasCalled graphic, Global News.
YOUR CORONAVIRUS QUESTIONS

In January 2020, as the world grappled with the growing threat of the
novel coronavirus, a Global News community manager noticed that
social media users were turning to us with questions about the virus.
We realized that our audience needed reliable information to make
sense of the unprecedented and uncertain times.

We started small in late January, by answering questions we had
gathered from comments and messages on our Facebook, Instagram,
and Twitter posts. Then a simple callout revealed a thirst for factual,
jargon-free answers. So we stepped it up by employing our regional
newsrooms and our flagship broadcast Tv program, Global National,
as well as our dozens of social media accounts, to gather the questions
that were top of mind for Canadians. We set up email addresses and
created a coronavirus microsite with “Your Questions” on prominent
display, then made promotional ads telling people where to find it.** We
took a multiplatform approach to engage with people in the method
of their choice.

Whenever possible, we conducted and recorded interviews with
those asking the questions. We then sought out experts who could
answer the questions in a factual way. Because the official response
varied across the provinces and territories, we sought out experts who
could tailor their answers to the appropriate region.
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The strong response we received from our audience showed we were
meeting a need. We received thousands of questions sent to specially
created email addresses, plus more sent directly to reporters. Our social
media posts on the topic routinely received hundreds of responses. People
have thanked us for “reassuring and informative” coverage, praised us for
“outstanding journalism,” and thanked us for the service we provided.”

The questions have inspired dozens of articles and videos for
globalnews.ca, including several pieces aimed at answering questions
from children. We dedicated two episodes of the daily Wait, There’s More
podcast to answering audience questions. One podcast episode focused
entirely on questions from children.*® In our British Columbia market,
Global Bc produced four town halls that posed audience questions
directly to medical and political officials.* Lead broadcast reporter Jeft
Semple made dozens of guest appearances on network radio and Tv
programs, spanning four time zones, to help ensure that Canadians
received answers to their questions. When possible, we replied directly
to audience members via social media and pointed them to the answers.

Conclusion

Global News enjoys a strong relationship with the community it serves,
and uGc is a way to keep it vibrant and engaged. Interacting with
audience members on social media can build loyalty among users, who
see themselves reflected in our coverage. UGc can lead to exclusives and
award-winning, agenda-setting journalism. It can even power a growing
revenue stream based on pre-roll and mid-roll ads for videos that play
on Twitter, Facebook, and YouTube. Clearly, a strong supply of ugc
has its benefits, especially in an ever-competitive news media market.

But there are costs and risks. Some are financial - staff members
must be given time, training, and resources to properly source and
verify social media. Alternatively, outsourcing the work to social media
sourcing and verification services requires a budget. Getting it wrong,
especially when it comes to copyright claims, could mean the news
organization incurs costly licensing and legal fees.

Some costs and risks are harder to quantify but are no less important.
The reputational hit when we get it wrong is more fodder for those
critics who say the media is “fake news,” and this can be incredibly
demoralizing for staff members who fall for misinformation or disinfor-
mation and allow it to go out under the Global News banner.
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Secondary trauma resulting from repeated immersion in graphic,
disturbing imagery can lead to employee job dissatisfaction and
turnover, not to mention negative effects on a journalist's mental health
and overall well-being. Social media have replaced the street corner —
instead of polling the “man on the street,” as in the past, we do our
polling on Twitter or Facebook. But the digital street corner can be a
dark and even dangerous place. Journalists doing their jobs on social
media are subject to harassment and exposed to graphic imagery.

Allocating more resources to social media verification services
would help offset the workloads and emotional burdens experienced
by journalists in our newsrooms, even as it potentially adds to the
workloads and burdens of staffers in newsrooms at Reuters, Storyful,
and the like. Adding more mental health and wellness supports for
social media journalists could help address the fallout from secondary
trauma and prevent burnout. Some of this support can be incorporated
into uGc-related training for staff. Training has to be offered regularly to
account for turnover and shiftwork. A holistic approach to social media
training for journalists is best: the curriculum needs to cover nuts-and-
bolts learning about matters such as how to spot disinformation, when
to make a fair dealing claim, and how to obtain consent. Newsroom
trainers must also instruct journalists on how to handle harassment and
empower them to practise self-care — to know when to disengage from
social media monitoring, step away from the keyboard, and go for a
walk. I am hopeful that advances in A1, which is already incorporated
into social media algorithms and services for sourcing and verifying,
will help journalists filter raw UGc as they search for newsworthy con-
tent. AT can already be used to identify nudity, symbols, logos, hate
speech, and more, and I predict this will become a vital part of the
journalist’s toolbox. While sometimes it is necessary to view swastikas
as part of the news-gathering process, it would be reassuring to have
the option to choose to avoid such exposure by letting A1-powered
software filter it out.

While there are pitfalls, ugc is an integral part of Global News’s
nationwide network. The media climate, with its growing competitive-
ness and shrinking profit margins, has cemented uGC’s role in the news
cycle. The pervasiveness of social media ensures that it will always have
arole. With the right process in place, news publishers like Global News
can create a virtuous circle of audience-powered engagement and con-
tent that crosses platforms from social media to broadcast and digital.
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Notes

This chapter is based on a 2019 presentation by the author, who left Global
News in 2020. This chapter serves as a snapshot of newsroom workflows,
approaches, and available tools and processes from that era.

For an in-depth discussion of Storyful, see chapter 6 (Lithgow and Martin).
Storyful, “Our Story”

Deans, “News Corp”

Reuters, Media Solutions: User Generated Content.

Dataminr, https://www.dataminr.com.

Newton, “Facebook.”

“Archived Coverage,” Global News.

For more on secondary trauma, or vicarious trauma, and its effect on the
mental health of journalists, see chapters 3 (Miller) and 5 (Lau et al.).
For more on the verification process, see chapters 2 (Bowler) and 11 (Kang).
“Misinformation and Disinformation,” Storyful.

Silverman et al., Verification, 2014.

Silverman et al., Verification, 2015.

Silverman et al., Verification, 2020.

“About Moments,” Twitter.

Global News (@GlobalNews), 6 November 2019.

Global News (@GlobalNews), 22 August 2019.

Wochit, https://www.wochit.com.

Omar et al., “Top Moments”

Russell and Battochio, “Made Me Feel”

Small, “Dozens”

Bourne, “No Charges.

Nasser, “Farah Nasser”

Rempel, “Sparking”

“RTDNA Canada Announces Network Award Winners” (2019)

Nasser, “Farah Nasser”

Global News Coronavirus Hub (n.d.)

Emails sent to staff members (2020).

Crosby, “Kids”

“Global Bc Town Hall”
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Managing the Impact of Eyewitness
Videos of Violence against
Racialized Communities on the
Public and on Journalists

ANDREE LAU, ASHA TOMLINSON, TASHAUNA REID,
TAMIKA FORRESTER, JILLIAN TAYLOR, AND JORGE BARRERA

A moose swimming in a suburban backyard pool. A white police officer
kneeling on a handcuffed Black man’s neck. A house fire. A car crash.
An Indigenous woman dying on a hospital bed. A celebrity playing
with a puppy.

The visuals whip by, as you scroll your phone, your laptop, your Tv. As
media consumers, we are now used to the whiplash scene changes that
the democratization of video recording and distribution have brought,
but the process that media outlets must use in deciding whether or not
to amplify certain user-generated content (UGC) — generally defined as
any text, image, video, or audio created by the public - still requires
careful consideration.

Amid this contemporary wave of unfiltered, unchecked, and
unceasing UGC, mainstream news broadcasters, including the Canadian
Broadcasting Corporation (CBc), must continue to adhere to the jour-
nalistic principles of accuracy, fairness, balance, and responsibility. At
the same time, we must evolve our editorial decision-making processes
to acknowledge and reflect the harms, as well as the value, that such
videos create for certain communities — for both the audience and for
our journalists.

In this chapter, we share how cBc News manages user-generated
videos, especially of actions by those in positions of authority against
people from Black and Indigenous communities. The decision-
making process involves considering verification, sensitivity, and
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editorial standards, as well as the impact on Black and Indigenous
journalists who cover such content. In particular, this chapter presents
the views of five cBc News staff, who candidly discuss how they process
uGc both as journalists and as viewers, and how newsrooms must
evolve to better support them as they engage with such footage.'

A Year of Deepening Awareness

The year 2020 saw growing public awareness in North America about
anti-Black and anti-Indigenous racism, largely driven by harrowing
videos of violence against members of those communities by police
officers — videos often recorded by bystanders and more often than not
streamed live on platforms like Facebook.

In May in Minneapolis, a teen heading to the store for snacks recorded
a police arrest and shared it on social media.” The world watched - over
and over again - while (former) officer Derek Chauvin, who is white,
knelt on George Floyd’s neck for more than nine minutes.’ The Black
man’s death sparked protests across the United States and around the
world as well as a resurgence of the Black Lives Matter movement.

Decades ago, few people would have seen such footage unless it
was presented by a newscast. Today, there is little time for this sort of
“gatekeeping.” By the time videos like these reach journalists, the public
has likely already seen them multiple times, with dubious information
or little or no context.*

Against this backdrop, senior editors at the cBC must screen the
footage and then convene to discuss how — or whether at all - to broad-
cast the footage on television, radio, Web pages, and/or social media
accounts. First, there are the absolute questions:

« How did we verify that this ucc is real? Who recorded it and
under what circumstances? Can we confirm the time and place
that it occurred?

« How much context do we have? How much do we still
need to gather?

« What happened before and after the uGc that is not shown?

«  Who else can we contact to verify its provenance and
the circumstances?

o Is there public service benefit of broadcasting and distribut-
ing this ucc?
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Regarding depictions of violence in uGc, the cBC’s Journalistic
Standards and Practices (jsp) are clear: “We reflect the reality of the
situations we report. We also respect the sensibilities of our viewers,
listeners, and readers.”” This means that senior journalists discuss the
impact of such visuals in relation to the time of day and the context
in which such material is appearing. Graphic video or audio during a
morning show, for example, is ill-advised when we know that the audi-
ence may include children getting ready to go to school, whereas an
excerpt as part of a packaged report during a late-night newscast may
be more acceptable. All explicit or disconcerting materials come with a
warning, whether it is from an announcer or reporter on TV or radio,
a line in an online story, or a graphic board in a digital video.

The jsp also states: “Violence, nudity and sexuality are never
presented without good reason. They may be justified when they are
important to an understanding of the world we live in. Where they
are necessary, we present them without undue exploitation, voyeurism
or sensationalism and without trivializing, encouraging or glorifying.
We treat painful scenes with discretion and restraint and without pro-
longing them unduly”™®

The Trauma of Watching Graphic News Footage

In recent years, more consideration has been given to the kind of impact
and even trauma that results from viewing these visuals. Research by the
University of Bradford’s Pam Ramsden found that 18 per cent of study
participants who watched disturbing news footage on social media “are
experiencing lasting effects such as negative stress reactions, anxiety and
in some cases post-traumatic stress disorders or vicarious pTsp.”” The
ramifications run deeper for people of colour. A 2018 study published
in The Lancet found that the mental health of Black individuals living in
US communities where police killed unarmed Black Americans declined
markedly in the two months after they were exposed to video and
news reports of these deaths.’ They also showed signs of trauma, said
the report.

In October 2020, Ottawa police constable Daniel Montsion was
acquitted in the death of Abdirahman Abdi.® There had been surveil-
lance footage of the 2016 confrontation between the Black man and
the white officer, who had punched Abdi several times in the head
while wearing reinforced or “plated” gloves. In the online coverage of
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the verdict, cBc News digital editors decided not to embed that video
footage. The need to avoid creating more trauma was greater than the
value of presenting the recorded violence to our audiences again.

But what about the racialized journalists who must screen, analyze,
edit, and report this footage as part of their job? There is no escaping
the personal intersection of their lived experiences with the professional
requirements of objectivity and balance. We reached out to several
cBC journalists for their reflections regarding the toll such vcc took
on them, the considerations they had to weigh that staff who are not
racialized may not have to think about, and what newsroom leaders
must understand to properly support them.

A Dying Mother’s Video

In September 2020, Joyce Echaquan, a mother of seven, went to a Quebec
hospital with stomach pains.® Having had prior negative experiences with
staff, and French not being her primary language, Echaquan streamed
and recorded her hospital interactions on Facebook Live. That day, she
broadcast her own uGc that showed her being insulted and sworn at by
hospital staff as she lay dying on a bed. The Quebec coroner’s office and
local health authority are investigating, and a nurse and an orderly have
been dismissed in relation to the case. Here are the reflections of Jillian
Taylor, a cBc journalist based in Manitoba and a member of the Fisher
River Cree Nation.

I watched the video through an article, so partly as a journalist,
partly as a viewer/reader. I couldn’t get through the whole thing. Her
screams were so gut-wrenching. I didn’t watch the whole thing with
sound on, because it’s something I've covered and dealt with my whole
career and it just gets to be too much. So I actually made the choice not
to listen with the sound on.

In publicizing such stories, there are the channels you need to go
through: you need to talk to the family, you need to get consideration
because you need to know that youre not causing further harm to
them - because for Indigenous people, it’s always important to get
a family’s permission, to get a community’s permission before you
publish the name of someone who’s died, or share a video [recorded by
a bystander] like that, because it’s so traumatizing based on all of the
wrongs and harms that have been done to First Nations, Indigenous
people in Canada.
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Figure 5.1. cBcC journalist Jillian Taylor covers the national inquiry into missing
and murdered Indigenous women and girls in Thompson, Manitoba, in March
2018. Photo: Lyzaville Sale/cBc

But also, there is value in showing Canadians, because Canadians
maybe don’t have a full picture of the discrimination, the systemic
racism that Indigenous people go through. A lot of people think it’s
surface racism, like being followed in the grocery store or a department
store. They think it’s that type of racial profiling, just based on the way
you look. And they think higher of teachers, law enforcement, lawyers,
medical people, because they’re professionals, they’re educated, so you
would assume that they’re going to treat all of their patients or clients
with the same level of respect. But that is not the reality. So when you
see a UGC video like this, of Joyce crying out in pain, being berated by
negative comments as she’s dying, that is systemic racism and there’s
no denying it there.

Being First Nations myself, you can always see your own family and
friends in these stories. You can always relate it to a personal experience.
The pain and the impacts of colonization, residential schools, systemic
racism - it affects us all, regardless of where we come from.

For me, in Manitoba, I covered the Brian Sinclair story extensively
when it happened in 2008. Sinclair was an Indigenous man who died
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of a treatable bladder infection after sitting in his wheelchair for thirty-
four hours in the ER waiting room of the Health Sciences Centre in
Winnipeg. An inquest heard he was never asked if he was waiting for
medical care and [he] received no medical attention, even as he vomited
several times." Later, it emerged [that] staff assumed he was homeless,
intoxicated, or had already been seen and was waiting for a ride. I could
see my uncles in him, I could see my uncles in Brian Sinclair. And to
think, what if one of my relatives was ignored to death? You can separate
it because it’s not your family it’s happening to, but you always think of
your family when you're in one of these situations.

All journalists feel empathy and they would feel sympathy for the
person and for the relatives, but they don't feel it on a personal level.
They don't feel it deep inside. I'm assuming most — especially non-
Indigenous or non-roc journalists - wouldn't have the experience
of oppression or discrimination against them. So it’s a different level.
It’s oftentimes that non-Indigenous, non-poc journalists just cannot
understand and won't. And it’s not a slight against them. It’s just the
reality of growing up as a BIPOoC™ person in Canada.

I have spent a lot of hours crying over missing and murdered
Indigenous women - that’s been the primary focus of my career. It’s hard
because you feel this duty to do the community justice by telling these
stories and by telling them in a way that you know you can be respectful
to the family and honour the family while still informing Canadians.
But then at the end of the day, you're feeling so impacted when you
go home, and you're drained. So a lot of my career, I pushed through
that, and then as I got a little bit more experienced or as more senior
in my newsroom, I would just say I can’t do this one. I need a break.
I need to be on something else, and I would have those conversations
with my managers. And now I'm an assignment producer because it
was time for me not to be talking to those families directly anymore.
I couldn’t take these girls and these women’s stories home any longer,
so I've moved behind the scenes.

So as a manager or newsroom leader, if you have a B1Poc journalist,
it’s really good to check if they’re comfortable covering something,
and if they are and they want to cover it, it'’s good to be checking in to
see how they’re doing along the way. Because like I said, we see our
family and our friends in these stories of injustices, so it can hit us on a
different level. That doesn’t mean we're biased, it just means that we have
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a deeper understanding, and we might take it home a little bit harder
than other journalists will. Even if it’s an uncomfortable conversation
for a producer to have, that’s ok: “Hey, I know you're a member of the
BIPOC community and this is a story about harm to B1poc people.
Are you oK covering this?” It's ok to ask. And it’s a good thing to ask.

An Encounter That Ended Their Lives

Tashauna Reid is a senior reporter with cBc News who has worked in
newsrooms across the country in Toronto, Edmonton, and Fredericton.

Philando Castile’s last breaths were broadcast live on a Facebook
video stream, captured by his girlfriend who sat in the car next to
him as he died. His four-year-old daughter would bear witness to his
tragic killing: shot at close range by a police officer during a traffic
stop. The day before, on 5 July 2016, another African American, Alton
Sterling, was killed outside of a store. The men lived in different states,
had different circumstances, but the story in essence was the same: an
encounter with police that ended their lives.

As a reporter in the newsroom, I remember seeing the repeated
headlines of these two Black men’s violent deaths and then stepping into
a studio to discuss the ensuing global outrage. There were protests and
demonstrations, celebrities speaking out, and news conferences from
both police and politicians.

Most people can choose not to watch a video (recorded by the public)
or to not share it with others, but as a journalist, our job on any given
day is to do just that. We are tasked with reporting the facts. We have
to watch each frame of a video or listen to audio recordings of a 911
call to ensure we are correctly reporting the events as we learn them.
As a Black journalist, this cycle of watching and listening to violence
enacted against Black people over and over (through uGc) carries
its own trauma and weight. Every single time it happens, it’s just as
painful as the last. You remember the names, the sound of gunshots,
the screams, the laboured breathing, and the cries for “Mama.” You try
to focus on the job you have to do, but you are constantly managing
your own grief and pain.

The lack of diversity in Canadian media means you may be the only
Black person, or one of the few, in the newsroom and there may not be
much understanding or support from your peers.
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There are also sensitivities that everyone who has a hand in shaping
editorial coverage - from managers to producers to editors — needs to
consider, especially an awareness of their own unconscious biases at
play. There can be an assumption of guilt when it comes to Black victims,
with questions coming up like: Why didn’t they just listen to the police?
Does the victim have a criminal record? Or suggestions that the victim
must have done something wrong for police to react in a violent way.

These stories can also be triggering for our audience, who are bom-
barded with these videos on social media and television. Newsrooms
must be cautious and respectful about how and when we use these videos
and consider the impact, particularly for Black audiences. Building inclu-
sive newsrooms will help create balance in our reporting and strengthen
our storytelling. The way anti-Black racism plays a role in these news
events needs to be part of editorial discussions and considerations.

The Story Can Get Very Personal Very Quickly

Tamika Forrester is senior producer for the cBcC’s Being Black in Canada
website and was a member of the cBC News network social team.

A newsroom is a place where people become accustomed to all sorts
of news, and where for many journalists, seeing an unarmed Black
man being assaulted or killed by police becomes another tragic story.
However, journalists who are BIpoc often do not have that privilege.
For us, the story can get very personal very quickly. Suddenly as a Black
mother, I find myself thinking, “Oh my gosh, this could happen to my
Black son” Then it goes deeper with thoughts of why things like this
keep happening. It’s often difficult to suppress, and you look around
knowing that your white colleagues don’t really have these fears.

The morning after George Floyd was killed in the United States,
I knew it was the lead story of the day for our Snapchat team. Yet I
deliberately didn’t pitch it, as I prayed someone else would write the
horrific story. No such luck. An hour later, the assignment landed in
my lap and I stared at my computer screen in tears. I had many words
to say, but couldn’t write a single one. I then took a deep breath and
proceeded to ask if I could be excused from the story. Fortunately, my
producer was very understanding, but is this the case for all B1PoC
journalists? I struggled with the fact that this was my job and I simply
couldn’t do it.
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Maybe editors can go beyond simply assigning a story, and ask if
a journalist is in fact ok to cover such a story. The simple question
humanizes the newsroom and sends the message that even if you don’t
understand how your Brpoc colleague is feeling, at least it signals
that you care.

Following Floyd’s death, several of my Black colleagues shared their
thoughts on social media, including myself. Due to the cBC’s Journalistic
Standards and Practices, we often shy away from personal posts because
of the need to remain objective, but in that instance, we weren't just jour-
nalists, we were Black Canadians reacting to a horror against our own
community. This was suddenly our lived experience and not commenting
would have been difficult to swallow. These very comments alerted our
bosses to the fact that we were struggling and that we felt overwhelmed.
As a result, various managers reached out and offered support.

The question is, does that happen in every newsroom? Managers
and executives should be looking to make self-care and psychological
support a mandatory part of the journalistic process, especially after a
heavy or difficult news cycle.

A Different Lens

Asha Tomlinson, an award-winning investigative journalist with cBC
News, is also the co-creator, co-producer, and host of the series Being
Black in Canada.

I was not assigned to the George Floyd story but I still sought out
the details, researched every angle, and inadvertently internalized it
all. While I've covered numerous stories about anti-Black brutality
throughout my career, this was the first time I was looking at it through
a different lens. You see, I now have a toddler son - a Black boy. And
while people smile at him, talk to him, and comment on his cuteness, I
suspect that ten years from now, he’ll be regarded by some as a menace.
It dawned on me that I will have to have the “talk” with him eventually.
I will have to explain these very complicated and sad dichotomies of life.

I started to write about my feelings. I wanted to share my pain and
show solidarity with all the other Black parents out there carrying the
same burdens. Critical conversations were happening. And people
from all backgrounds were listening. Becoming allies. Standing up for
what’s right.
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Figure 5.2. cBC journalist Asha Tomlinson, seen in this undated photo, is an
award-winning investigative journalist with cBc News. Photo: cBC

A number of journalists were finally lifting the veil on racism in their
lives and doing so unapologetically. We could no longer stay silent or try
to be objective because, at the end of the day, there’s nothing objective
about racism and discrimination. There should be no partisanship
when it comes to this issue. There’s no grey area. And that motivated
me even more to share my story. I wrote about how these uGc videos
and countless tragedies have affected me, especially as a new mother.

Here are excerpts from my personal essay published in cBc News:

It took me a long time to watch that [uUcc George Floyd] video. It
was incredibly heartbreaking and infuriating to see Floyd begging
for his life while a white police officer kept his knee on his neck
until he died. His calls for “mama” haunt me.

I wept for Floyd’s family. For Black men like my husband,
brother, and father. For Black children. And especially for Black
boys like my nephew and my two-year-old son ...

He can’t comprehend what’s happening around him. How
do I explain this underbelly? The ugly side of society where
a Black man can be seen as a threat, his life dehumanized
and disposable.”
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That was just a portion of the essay. But it provides insight into the
thoughts running through my mind at the time. Of course, I had to
make a case for why it should be published. I had to explain that part
of our job as journalists is to open minds and provide a window into
the lived experiences of others, including our own. I will always stay
true to my journalistic principles but I cannot erase my Blackness and
I cannot ignore the realities of what being Black in Canada means to
me, my family, friends, and the wider population.

That’s why seeing these uGc videos play out over and over again is trig-
gering and traumatizing. But we find ways to cope and to continue to tell
these stories with the hope that one day we won't have to see the hashtag
Black Lives Matter trending because another Black life was cut short.

Uncompromising Visceral Truth

Jorge Barrera, who was born in Caracas, has spent almost his whole
career reporting on Indigenous issues, from Yellowknife to northern
Saskatchewan to northwestern Ontario. He is based in Ottawa for the
cBC News Indigenous unit.

While eyewitness videos of trauma and injustice against Indigenous
people can be disturbing and impactful, a reporter’s obligation and
experience of bringing the context behind such trauma leaves much
more of a personal mark than the visceral footage itself.

I covered the death of a young man who was found hanging from
a tree in a park across from the courthouse in Thunder Bay. And
sitting with his mother describing what she’s been through and all
the unanswered questions about how he died, and then showing me
photographs of her son - that left a pretty deep mark because you're
next to such intense pain and loss and violent death."* When you delve
into these stories, they become very, very real.

Reporting on youth suicides and talking to family members or
a mother of a child who committed suicide and seeing that child’s
photo - for me, that has marked me more than social media depic-
tions of violence against Indigenous people. Reporters in my unit cover
trauma a lot and so we’re always processing that. People share some of
their darkest, most painful moments with us and because trauma is so
prevalent in many Indigenous experiences, it's part of what we cover.
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The uGc created by Joyce Echaquan was especially harrowing
because it encapsulates a lot of stories I have already been told, and
to see it capture her final moments, that’s probably the hardest social
media video that I've seen in terms of the realm that I cover. But it’s
like sitting next to someone and having them describe that. This story
came out because it spread on Facebook, so maybe five years ago, that
wave wouldn't have happened. There’s a general population engaged on
social media who are hyperaware of where the debate is, and so that
also helps force the story out. Because Canadian media decision-makers
are generally a conservative lot, they may not have reported on it at all.
One thing that has changed is that the voices of those who say they are
marginalized are taken a lot more seriously now than they used to be.

I do believe that those types of ugc videos allow people to under-
stand the realities more, because it’s reaching them at a place they are
already consuming information. It helps them form their ideas and
grow. There is an uncompromising visceral truth to a video catching
a moment of violent exercise of power on the defenceless body, like
the video of Ahmaud Arbery, an unarmed twenty-five-year-old Black
man who was fatally shot while jogging, or the George Floyd video.
Those are jarring. And for the people whose daily lives are separate and
basically on another plane than the existence of many Black Americans
and Black Canadians who see the same types of events happen in their
communities, in their neighbourhoods, to family members, those
videos sometimes break that plane and force some people to realize
there is this other reality that they didn’t know about. Because the
injustice, the imbalance of power, and the violence that they’re seeing
through a medium that they rely on more and more for truth is so
obvious. While it does retraumatize people who are already connected
to that community, if reported on selectively and not to the point of
desensitizing, then it can be a way for a mind to change, or for a small
shift in a debate.

Conclusion

UGcC has become a powerful means to document injustice. Some argue
that the proliferation of such uGc negates the need for journalists and
media outlets. But it is clear that public broadcasters such as cBc News
continue to have an important role in verifying publicly created visuals
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or audio, and bringing as full context as possible to the surface using
those foundational questions mentioned earlier in the introduction.
Such material has been created by the public and not by our staff, but
it is still our duty to carefully consider both the harms and the value
of disseminating that ugc through the lens of our jsp so as to “reflect
the reality of the situations we report” and to “respect the sensibilities
of our viewers, listeners and readers.”

Just as uGc has evolved over the years, so must the way cBc News
assigns, selects, edits, and presents eyewitness material, for both our
audience and our staff. It must do so in a transparent and productive
manner. Most contemplation in newsrooms of the past focused on the
effect of ucc on audiences. Today, the impact that ucc of Black and
Indigenous people being harmed has on Black and Indigenous journal-
ists who work in those newsrooms must be just as carefully considered.
The support provided for the well-being of racialized staff acknowledges
that societal systems including policing, health care, and, yes, journalism
are fraught with inequities. It also creates a trust and respect for their
lived experiences, thus augmenting the cBC’s connection to the range
of communities we serve.

A significant survey of more than 1,200 Canadian media workers
released in May 2022 found a startling amount of stress, anxiety, depres-
sion, and substance use in the industry; more than half of respondents
said they had sought medical help to deal with work-related stress and
trauma. This kind of dedicated tracking and evidence helps keep the
spotlight on the toll the work takes and on the ongoing resources that
are required to support journalists.

In 2022, cBC News appointed a veteran journalist in a new role:
“journalist and well-being champion.” His work includes delivering a
new training program for staff and managers that addresses the unique
workplace challenges and psychological harms faced by journalists,
including those whose work intersects with uc. The public broadcaster
also offers training programs for staff to help with resiliency, stress, and
exposure to graphic content.

We have also made clear to staff that they are under no obligation
to engage on social media platforms using their personal accounts as
part of their work for cBc, and that they can step away from social
media whenever they need to for their mental health, especially since
we know so much uGc comes through those tools.
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Speaking openly and systemically about such harms and trauma,
and having newsroom leaders with shared lived experiences who can
support racialized staff, is helping shape nuanced approaches to how
we use UGC in our newsrooms.

uGc can be powerful. Combined with our journalists’ research,
analysis, and expertise, it can be transformative.

Notes

For more on the effect of ugc on the mental health of journalists, see
chapters 3 (Miller) and 4 (Rempel).

See Kaur, “Teen.”

Bogel-Burroughs, “Prosecutors”

For more on gatekeeping, see chapter 8 (Burchell and Fielding).
cBc Journalistic Standards and Practices, cBC.

Ibid.

Ramsden, “Vicarious”

See Bor et al., “Police”

“Const. Daniel Montsion,” cBc.

See Shingler, “Investigations.”

See “Brian,” cBC.

Black, Indigenous, and people of colour.

Tomlinson, “Raising.”

Barrera, “Timothy”

“cBc Journalistic Standards and Practices,” cBCc News.
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France 24 and Storyful

Two Unique Approaches to User-Generated
Content in the Newsroom

MICHELE MARTIN AND MICHAEL LITHGOW

The preceding chapters have provided an overview of the ways the BBC
(uk), Global News (Canada), the cBc (Canada), and the EBU (Europe)
developed specific systems for handling uGc in their newsrooms that
correspond not only to their needs but also to their ideology and pol-
itics. In all cases, the ucc producers remain at arm’s length from the
news organizations that use ucc content produced independently and
outside of the conventional guidelines of professional journalism.

This chapter examines two very different approaches to uGc. The
first is France 24’s The Observers program, whose professional journalists
work with uGc creators around the world to create a unique, hybrid
form of news coverage. The second is Storyful, often cited as the first
commercial social media newswire, whose employees identify, verity,
curate, and license uGc for redistribution to news publishers. In each
case, albeit in different ways, uGc has usurped the traditional journalist’s
role as primary content producer, by either replacing the traditional
journalist altogether or creating a new partnership of sorts in which
traditional journalists collaborate with UGC creators to generate an
original form of news coverage.

France 24 and the System of The Observers'
The Observers program on France 24 (F24) presents a very different

approach from the other channels covered in this collection. Founded
in 2006, The Observers creates opportunities for F24 journalists to
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collaborate directly with ugc producers to create unique hybrid forms
of news coverage.”

F24 is part of the France Medias Monde group, funded by the French
government. The project provides a platform on which members of the
public can share photos and videos on relevant news events. The Observ-
ers has four different websites operating in four languages (French,
English, Arabic, and Persian) and presents a short Tv show on F24
in weekly and monthly editions. The news produced by the website
covers international current affairs, using eyewitness accounts from
“observers,” namely people who are “at the heart of an event.” Anyone
who witnesses an interesting event can contribute to The Observers
by sending videos or photos indicating the location and date of its
occurrence. A team of professional journalists in Paris verify and
contextualize any observer’s content received, after which the ugc is
either put on the website or integrated into F24 TV news. Although The
Observers news team has its own system for verifying and authenticating
UGG, it also collaborates with a host of verification agencies, including
the International Fact-Checking Network, Crosscheck, Storyful, and
Facebook’s Third-Party Fact-Checking Program. Today, The Observers
news team verifies all uGc content used by the F24 news organization.
In annual surveys with French audiences, The Observers television
program is ranked as the second most popular show on F24.?

The Observers was launched by journalists Julien Pain and Derek
Thomson. At the time, Pain had been working for some years for Repor-
ters Without Borders (RwB), where he had developed an important
network of informants. Thomson was head of new media at F24. After
meeting at a conference and realizing they shared many of the same
ideas, together they built a service based on informants living in dif-
ferent parts of the world who could share content on the Internet. As
Thomson describes it: “He had a network of human rights activists
around the world. I had a television network. So we got together and
started The Observers”*

The idea was to create a platform on which F24 journalists and ucc
creators around the world could work together to bring stories to public
attention. At the beginning, Pain organized a system of “observers”
based on his international contacts, who would provide videos of events
taking place in diverse places around the world’; he also began to use
what was available on social media. The Observers began producing in
French and English but soon added Arab and Persian to its mix.° The
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success was such that F24 began to build a group of journalists to help
with the various tasks attached to the use of ugc in news production.
By 2015, the group had grown to seven regular journalists; as of 2020,
nine were mentioned on the website.

As the journalists at F24 attached to the observers system grew in
number, so did the number of users who contributed ugc. In 2015, Pain
reported that F24 had about 4,000 observers and around 100 regular
contributors. More recent estimates put the number of observers at
closer to 5,000, with between 100 and 200 of them being highly trusted
regular contributors.” These are not traditional “correspondents,” Pain
insisted, but individuals providing news content to the r24 Observer
site, sometimes in collaboration with F24 journalists and sometimes
independently.®
“This is not citizen journalism. This is collaborative journalism. That’s
something that’s very important.™

It is very much a collaboration,” explained Thomson.

HOW THE SYSTEM WORKS

UGC comes to F24 in different ways. Much of it is submitted directly to
The Observer website; some is gathered from social media; and some
is sought out by F24 - for example, if there is a breaking news story in
a region, F24 may contact a trusted observer there to ask if footage is
available.”” After verification, this kind of ucc material makes its way
into F24 news coverage after being contextualized by F24 journalists
into a news story, either on The Observers website or in other F24 news
programming. Less frequently, with highly trusted observers, r24 will
send a news team to where the observer is located to collaborate on
a news piece, with F24 providing camera operators and journalists to
assist the observer in the news gathering."

When the journalists at F24 find amateur images on social net-
works, they attempt to contact the creators of these images, and if that
is not possible, then someone with first-hand knowledge of the events
depicted. When they are able to verify and authenticate the contribu-
tors” accounts, those accounts can be integrated in the network if the
contributors wish it."” Some individuals may send France 24 information
about events they have witnessed and documented via photo or video.
In such cases, when the journalists are satisfied with the information
provided, they offer to integrate these individuals into the network.
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When F24 journalists have checked the authenticity of the information
and supporting documentation, they publish it as an online article,
introduced by one of their journalists, who, according to the F24 web-
site, “give[s] the context and explain who our observers are and why
their account is pertinent. That is followed by a first-person account
from our observer, taken from a telephone interview or an exchange
via social media™?

Pain suggests that the motives of observers who offer F24 uGc
on a regular basis are diverse." For some it is an opportunity to have
UGc video integrated into news coverage, a way to have contact with
traditional reporters, or a way to access training on how to write and
present an issue; others are motivated by the local celebrity that can
come once their video is recirculated through r24’s website, even if
their names are not mentioned (Pain has asserted that observers choose
to have their names mentioned or not, but many refuse because they
are afraid of retribution from authorities®). On rare occasions, some
amateur producers have been compensated with a small amount of
money or equipment (such as a video camera), although this practice
has stopped.*

VERIFYING UGC

Integration of ugc into a news clip depends on different criteria: it
may be that the topic cannot be covered by professional reporters at
the time the UGcC is received, or that the subject does not compete with
what traditional reporters are covering.” Otherwise, when the topic is
already being covered by traditional reporters, the news editors keep
only what is complementary. Questioned about the rivalry between
uGc producers and professional reporters, Pain asserted that he did
not care about offending traditional journalists since it is the role of
their union to defend them. His main concern when working with the
Observer program was to use UGC to produce a more pertinent and
efficient journalism.

Before ugc video can be part of an F24 news clip, it has to go
through a thorough process of verification, not unlike that used by
Storyful (see below); this includes examining the circumstances sur-
rounding the event.”® According to Pain, F24 prefers not to have a scoop
than to risk being wrong: “We don’t publish fake news!” he says, adding
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that unverified uGc is a “rumour” or fake news.” “In any case, people
could go on the Internet to see the unverified videos. Furthermore,
an observer could send his/her video to other stations as well. So it is
better to personalize the news around the ucc’”

“The journalist’s job is to be a journalist and to treat any first-time
observer exactly the way you treat any first time source, any person
you don't know;” explained Thomson, who became the director of The
Observers in 2017. “So you confirm their identity. You confirm everything
they tell you, crosscheck it against published information. You call the
authorities where necessary, call the NGos and various structures. And
then once they’ve spoken to you and they’ve been truthful one time ...
the second time it goes faster. The observers, when we recruit them,
we put into a database their contact information, their interests, their
location, and they become a resource if we keep using them.”

On first contact with the Observers team, amateur producers are sub-
mitted to the same treatment as any other news source: they are asked
to provide photo and video documentation, some information on
their access to the event they have covered, and their motivation for
contacting F24. Journalists at F24 crosscheck the given information
against additional sources: written reports, local news, experts, and
even “pertinent governmental or nongovernmental agencies or other
concerned parties.”* Once observers have passed these checks and have
contributed to the website, “they become a trusted source we can turn
to for future reports”*

As for the uGc itself, F24 journalists verify photos and videos sent
in by observers (whether or not they are the source of the images) using
the following methodology™:

« Contact the author of the image (if not an observer).

+ Check to see whether the image has been previously posted
elsewhere (Google Image search, Invip, Amnesty’s YouTube
Dataviewer, etc.).

« Examine the image for signs of manipulation, tampering,
or photomontage.

« Show the image to other observers with first-hand knowledge of
the issue or location.

« Show the image to expert sources with knowledge of the issue
or location.

« Compare the image with published accounts of the same event.
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The Observers website also offers a Verification Guide, a series of
“how-to” articles aimed at non-journalists (i.e., potential contributors
to the Observers website) describing practices for verifying images:
how to detect a photo or video that has been manipulated, how to verify
a photo or video found online, using your phone to verify images, and
basic tricks to avoid Internet hoaxes.**

REMUNERATION

Remuneration is perhaps the issue that has varied the most over the
years, particularly due to the development of technologies such as smart
phones and platforms such as the Internet, Instagram, Facebook, and so
on. At one time The Observers rewarded reliable observers by providing
them with a high-quality camera, but this practice was stopped because
“now everyone has a smartphone”

Remuneration follows a pattern. When the amateurs are on the spot
and take the initiative to send their production, there is no remuner-
ation. But when F24 initiates contact to request that an observer send

a video, compensation is provided.
THE STATUS OF OBSERVERS

The status of the observers within the F24 news system is unclear and
unstable. They could be viewed as more than amateurs, since they are
sometimes paid, as well as trained, by traditional journalists, but, as
Pain clearly stated, they are in no way correspondents or traditional
reporters, even those who are already recognized as such in their own
part of the world.** And new projects at F24 continue to complexify
these relations. At the time of our interviews with the Observer news
team, they described something they were exploring called “oriented
uGc.”” In a program called Pas 2 Quartier, 24 had asked youth in Paris
suburbs (les banlieues) to film themselves and issues in the communities
where they lived. F24 journalists then used the footage to build news
stories for the Observers website and television show.

How to describe the relationship that exists between traditional jour-
nalists at F24 and producers of amateur videos? According to Pain, there
is no competition between traditional and amateur reporters, although
in a very few cases, amateurs have been hired into regular positions. But
relationship-building is a core responsibility for journalists working with
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observers, and moreover, F24 journalists are deeply committed to the
well-being and safety of observers who are sharing ugc. The boundaries
between amateur and traditional reporters seem to have blurred over
the years, even as each group retains a well-defined function in the
news production process.

Storyful

Storyful*® was started in 2010 by journalist Mark Little, at a time when
most newsrooms were only beginning to realize the significance of ugc
in daily news routines. Storyful focuses on curating visual uGc: iden-
tifying, locating, and verifying video information relevant to breaking
news stories and then making verified ugc available to news publishers.
In December 2013, Storyful was purchased by Rupert Murdoch’s News
Corp. At the time of the interviews for this chapter in 2018, Storyful was
distributing more than 500 videos per week to more than go publishing
partners, including the New York Times, the Sun Newspaper Group
in the Uk, the Washington Post, ABC News, the Telegraph, and cNN.
uGc video that has been verified for use by clients is distributed to
subscribers through a daily newsfeed called the Newswire.

Storyful was an early adopter: it recognized the importance of veri-
fied uGc as a resource at a time when other news organizations were
scrambling to make sense of both the volume of material available and
its significance, especially during the Arab Spring uprising, which started
in 2010. At the time, there were few if any standardized verification
procedures for uGgc, and newsrooms found themselves all too often
incorporating unverified uGc into their news coverage.” Alan O’Riordan,
standards editor at Storyful, recalls working at a different news agency
while covering the Arab Spring and the early months of the Syrian war.*
“That was the phrase you saw: unverified video. What we do now is
verified video ... It's gone from being the Wild West to being something
that is verifiable” Today, Storyful is one of the leaders in a trend toward
standardizing and routinizing the use of uGc in newsrooms.

The Storyful news team focuses on three levels of verification:
(1) verifying the original source - that is, who made the actual recording;
(2) verifying the location; and (3) verifying the date. “When something
happens,” explains O’Riordan, “you don’'t have to wait until the reporter
gets there [to the site of breaking news] to report back. But what is
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coming back, obviously, is from someone you've never met, someone
you've never spoke[n] to, you don’t know who they are, you don’t know
what their motives are, and what we do is try to build that picture before
we can stand over something and say, “We think this what it says it is,
and here’s why.”*

There are two kinds of content in the Storyful newsroom. After
picking up a signal that something is happening somewhere in the
world, Storyful journalists find and verify relevant uac for clients. This
is the first kind. Once key visual content has been sourced and verified,
and permission to use it has been secured, the Storyful team writes up
background and context for the clip. This is the second kind of content.
Together, the verified video materials, a transparent record of the level
of verification completed, and contextualizing text are distributed to
clients through the Newswire, a paid subscription service in which
fees are based on the size of the organization and/or the amount of
content being accessed. Storyful does its best to verify with 100 per
cent certainty, but that is not always possible. Verification transparency
allows the client to decide for itself what has been adequately verified
for its purposes. A subscriber gets a login account and can download
content as needed. The contextualizing text is written like a traditional
news story; clients can then republish it in whole or in part, or simply
use it as a guide when assessing the clip’s significance.

But even verification does not address all of the journalistic concerns
raised about video materials created by strangers. A verified video may
still show only part of a story - for example, uGC created by a partisan
in a conflict. The video clip may be what it purports to be, but the clip
alone may not reflect the complexity of a situation. This is addressed
by the contextualizing narratives produced by Storyful journalists for
the ugc materials that go in the Newswire. “So we navigate that space
and use that stuff [ugc] as an objective record as much as we can,” says
Joe Galvin, director of news at Storyful. “And to apply a standard of: is
this a fair reflection of what actually happened, visually speaking? And
then can we elaborate on the complexities in the copy we will provide
and the context we provide. Also, if Storyful journalists learn that one
of their sources of UGcC is partisan, they will share that information in
the verification transparency report for clients: “The goal is always to
provide both sides of the stories — you know, to make sure our clients
have the full context of what’s going on.™*
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Storyful journalists look for content on any and all social media
platforms - vk in Russia, Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, Snapchat, and
so on. They use algorithms that help search for content by keyword as
well as other metadata indexes, including third-party tools such Datas-
Minr, CrowdTangle, NewsWhip, Spike, Brandwatch, and Netalytic. They
also have their own in-house team of digital tools developers building
proprietary tech for internal and client use.

Client needs also drive decisions. “We do have to be aware of our
clients and our clients’ needs, and each of those clients have very dif-
ferent news values,” explains O'Riordin. “So we're trying to cater our
content provision to suit all of those clients in these values” Time is the
greatest source of pressure affecting the value of uGc to news discourse.
Fifteen to twenty minutes to get proper rights clearance verification is
not uncommon, but sometimes clients require it much faster.

Storyful does not commission content and does not provide training
for content creators. The general practice, once content is located, is to
secure rights in exchange for attribution, or sometimes - such as when
a particularly unique video clip is the story - for payment. Storyful will
enter into licensing agreements based on a revenue-sharing model that
pays content creators based on the number of clients and customers
who upload the video. “It all comes down to respecting the needs or
wants of the eyewitness, so we are keen just to make sure that the
eyewitness is getting the credit, whether that’s financial or just a name
credit,” says Galvin.** If a ugc creator’s life could be endangered if their
identity were revealed, Storyful protects it, and that person will remain
anonymous to clients.

On being hired at Storyful, journalists are trained in verification
procedures, the use of proprietary technologies, and the use of custom
tools and methodologies. The Newswire team has about sixty journal-
ists working worldwide, including a director of news (frontline news
coverage, final editorial decisions), lead standards editors (fact-checking
and copyright), and duty editors (assignment editors).

A fascinating part of the Storyful newsdesk is called News Intel-
ligence. This small team of journalists focuses on identifying fake
news and disinformation.* News Intelligence emerged later than the
Newswire service, in response to the growing problem of disinforma-
tion: journalists were wasting time trying to chase down false stories,
and there was a risk that false stories would be posted to clients, thus
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damaging their reputation as news providers. Storyful journalists
observed that fake news and disinformation in the online world often
followed a pattern: it started in obscure places like 4Chan, GaB, and voa
and then migrated out to intermediary websites and blogs and, finally,
to more mainstream platforms. News Intelligence monitors how false
rumours and fake news stories migrate from fringe spaces to platforms
like YouTube and Twitter.

As breaking news occurs, according to one team member, genuine
UGC begins to emerge alongside misinformation and false reports. The
News Intelligence team is on the lookout for the false information to
prevent its use by clients. According to Thomson, “We know that there
are now a lot of actors online who will use that news event, particularly
if there’s an information vacuum, arising from that news event to further
their own points of view, so they will fill this space with unverified or
demonstrably false claims and hope that that’s the story that gets credit
quickly”*® False and misleading stories and visuals are identified by
the News Intelligence team, and this information is shared with the
Newswire team and clients.

According to Storyful's website, the News Intelligence service has
potential value for corporate clients as well — it can forecast market trends,
help clients stay clear of false news reports, aid in understanding actors
and influencers, and assess market impact. “Assessment Reports provide
comprehensive analysis of the customers, competitors and threat groups
operating in the new information environment. We use pattern analysis
and intelligence expertise to understand the issues and market trends
that inform investment decisions and business strategy. Our framework
allows our experienced analysts to forecast and track market trends,
assess business impact and make detailed recommendations.””

An emerging service at the time of the interviews involved embedding
Storyful journalists in client newsrooms, where they worked directly
with client journalists to deliver reports and assist with uGc manage-
ment and verification. Storyful also offers branding services, linking ucc
to advertisers, as well as reputation risk management services, but this
is, according to Galvin, an entirely separate operation with a completely
different team. The Newswire team focuses on uGc for news agency
clients. “That’s a bit of a church-state thing,” said Galvin. “We make
sure that the editorial does not in any way influence the journalism.”
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Conclusion

Storyful and F24 represent two unique responses to the emergence
of UGC as an increasingly integral element of contemporarily news
practice. F24 perhaps demonstrates the most robust set of relations
with uGc creators of all the examples discussed in this book, to the
point in some cases of full collaboration with ucc providers; it has
forged long-term bonds with untrained and non-professional people
all over the world. Storyful offers the curation, verification, and con-
textualization support services necessary to make UGc a relevant facet
of journalism for organizations that publish news. It transforms vGc
into a commodity for sale and circulation to the highest bidders in a
global media market. In Storyful’s realm, the uGc creators remain at
arm’s length, although reliable creators may end up contributing again
if their social media presence reveals relevant material for other news
stories from their region. Storyful’s relationship with uGc creators is
respectful but maintains boundaries. F24, by contrast, nurtures talent
by sometimes providing production assistance and opportunities for
collaboration and in this way has helped launch a hybrid form of ucc
that combines the proximal opportunities of eyewitness members of the
public with the storytelling skills and production conventions of pro-
fessionally trained journalists.

In the case of F24, that the corpus of this chapter comes from differ-
ent years (2015, 2018, 2019, 2021) and various types of data (interviews,
websites, a paper presented at a symposium, etc.) has allowed us to
uncover the diverse ways in which the r24 website The Observers has
worked over the years, and how it has been dependent on technological
developments, among other things. The amateurs who provide ugc to
F24 have unavoidably been influenced by these changes, not only in
terms of the quality of the videos they provide but also, in some ways,
in terms of their status in the labour structure. Some things, however,
have not changed much over the years.

In each case, there is to be observed a new and unprecedented
professional and commercial model for creating news discourse. The
presence and importance of UGc has led to structural changes in news-
rooms, entirely new business models, new routines and conventions
of journalistic production, and new forms of collaboration between
traditional journalists and ugc producers that have begun to challenge
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even the stability of such seemingly set categories of actor as “employee.”
As both these cases demonstrate, the implications of ugc for journalistic
practice are and will be far-reaching as news organizations continue
to grapple with the discursive significance and availability of uGc in
today’s digital mediascape.

Notes

A lack of response to our requests to the editors and journalists at France 24
for a summary of their unique The Observers system compelled the editors
of this book to write an overview of the system based on the following: a
long interview given to one of the editors by Julien Pain, the editor-in-chief
of The Observers in July 2015; interviews given three years later (December
2018) by the head of France 24 News Magazines and Reports, Loick Berrou,
the deputy editor (French) Corentin Bainier, and the journalist Alexandre
Capron, all attached to The Observers website; a paper presented by Derek
Thomson, current editor-in-chief of The Observers, at the Symposium “Eye
Witness Texture,” to which he had been invited in May 2019, and which
was simultaneously streamlined online; and the 2021 public website of The
Observers (https://observers.france24.com/fr).

For a look at France 24’s use of ugc, see chapter 7 (Lithgow and Martin).

3 Interview with Loick Berrou, Head of Picture Pool and Magazines, France 24,
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and Alexandre Capron, Journalist, The Observers, December 2018.
Conference presentation, MacEwan University, Edmonton, Alberta,

21 May 2019.

On the 2021 version of The Observers website, Derek Thomson mentions
in his short biography that he developed the system with Julien Pain.
The lack of communication from Thomson prevents us from clarifying
this contradiction.

Information gathered during our interview with Julien Pain in July 2015.
Ibid.

Ibid.

Conference presentation, MacEwan University, Edmonton, Alberta,

21 May 2019.

Interview Loick Berrou, Head of Picture Pool and Magazines, France 24,
and Alexandre Capron, Journalist, The Observers, December 2018.

Ibid.

The Observers, 2021, https://observers.france24.com/fr.

Ibid.
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Interview with Pain, July 2015.

One must mention, however, that among the thousands of news clips
examined in our survey of the data, none identified their authors.

An interesting aspect of comparing data from interviews given at different
times is that it reveals the speed at which technology has developed. When
we had the 2018 interview with France 24 journalists in December 2018, they
found it amusing that offering a good camera was a way of recompensing an
observer. With smart phones, there was no need of cameras, they said.
Interview with Pain, July 2015. Note: “Traditional reporters” is the term
used by France 24 on The Observers website, in contrast to the expression
“professional journalists,” used by other organizations.

Actually, when we surveyed the 1,000 clips related to the Arab Spring and
archived in the general archives of France 24, we indeed realized that all the
uGcs integrated within the news clips were rather short and always part of a
larger topic.

Ibid.

Conference presentation, MacEwan University, Edmonton, Alberta,

21 May 2019.

https://observers.france24.com/fr.

Ibid.

Retrieved 16 June 2021 from https://observers.france24.com/en/who-are-we.
The Observers, France 24, retrieved 16 June 2021, https://observers.france24.
com/en/tag/verification-guide.

Interview with L. Berrou, Head of Picture Pool and Magazines, France 24,
and A. Capron, journalist, The Observers, December 2018

Interview with Pain, July 2015.

Ibid.

The following brief description of Storyful comes from interviews conducted
in 2018 at Storyful’s head office in Dublin, with staff members Joe Galvin,
Director of News, Alan O’Riordan, and a third journalist who preferred
anonymity, as well as from Storyful’s website as at June 2021.

For more on the use of ugc during the Arab Spring, see chapters 7 (Lithgow
and Martin) and 9 (Lithgow).

O’Riordan, interview.

O’Riordan.

Galvin, interview.

O’Riordan, interview.

Galvin, interview.

For more on fake news, see the prologue and chapters 3 (Miller) and

4 (Rempel).

Thomson, “Les Observateurs, France 41

Storyful website, https://storyful.com/intelligence/reporting.


https://storyful.com/intelligence/reporting
https://observers.france24.com/en/tag/verification-guide
https://observers.france24.com/en/who-are-we
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France 24 and Storyful 95
Bibliography

Bainier, Corentin. Deputy Editor (French), Les Observers. Interview,
Paris, 2018.
Berrou, Loick. Head of France 24 News Magazines and Reports. Interview,
Paris, 2018.
Capron, Alexandre. Journalist, Les Observers, France 24. Paris, 2018.
Galvin, Joe. Director of News, Storyful. Interview, Dublin, 2018.
Observers. 2021. https://observers.france24.com/fr.
O’Riordan, Alan. Standards Editor, Storyful. Interview, Dublin, 2018.
Pain, Julien. Editor-in-Chief of Les Observers. Interview, Paris, 2015.
Storyful. 2021. https://storyful.com/intelligence/reporting.
Thomson, Derek. “Les Observateurs, France 24.” Presentation at
Eyewitness Textures Symposium, 23-24 May 2019, MacEwan University.
Edmonton, Alberta.


https://storyful.com/intelligence/reporting
https://observers.france24.com/fr




PART TWO

User-Generated Content
and the Changing Landscape
of News Outcomes






From Evidence to Affect

The Different Discursive Functions of User-
Generated Content in Coverage of the Arab Spring

MICHAEL LITHGOW AND MICHELE MARTIN

The growing use of user-generated content (UGC) in newsrooms is one
of the most challenging and important changes in the production of
news in the twenty-first century. By uGc we mean any content that is
produced by eyewitness non-journalists at news events and either sent
to a particular news organization or posted on an Internet platform
where journalists can source it for use in news production. During the
Arab Spring uprisings in 2010-11, uGC producers captured dramatic
events such as protesters being shot, beaten, and run down by military
vehicles; spontaneous protests in public spaces; clashes between differ-
ent groups; and street celebrations. These were often the only available
visual records of events.' This chapter uses the events of the Arab Spring
to examine UGC as a discourse of conflict produced by untrained and
unpaid media users often at great personal risk, which is then taken
up by and incorporated into news by various broadcast networks. This
material can include tweets, cell phone videos and photographs, Insta-
gram posts, YouTube footage, and so on. In this chapter, however, we
focus on the ways uGc video recordings were used in news coverage
by France 24 and the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (cBc).?
How uGc was used at the time of the Arab Spring offers a unique
window onto changing practices among professional journalists. In
2010-11, newsrooms were certainly aware of UGC as a possible source
of news content, but few newsrooms had routinized procedures for
sourcing, verifying, using, and crediting/labelling ugc that most
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newsrooms have today. As the corpus of our study reveals, a wide
variety of approaches to using uGc were taken, including the prevalent
use of unverified uGc, something far less common today.

A distinguishing feature of uGc has to do with picture quality and
composition. The various semiotic elements comprising amateur images
such as colour saturation, pixilation, image composition, blurriness,
and shakiness create what we call an “eyewitness texture.” At the time
of the Arab Spring, that texture reflected the generally low-quality
technologies in use and non-professional camera skills; it also fed the
public’s desire for proximity and immediacy. Thus, news organizations
often used uGc not only for its evidentiary value but also as a means to
authenticate their coverage.’ “Eyewitness texture” describes aspects of
imagery that influence meaning through other-than-rational means -
for example, by creating a feeling of being there, of immediacy and
proximity to events, even if the events depicted in the amateur footage
are only indirectly related to the core subject of the news story.

Our study closely examines ugc from Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya
that was used for news coverage by France 24 and the cBc during
the first 100 days of the Arab Spring (17 December 2010 to 31 March
2011). Tunisia is where that uprising began, with the self-immolation
of Tunisian fruit vendor Mohammed Bouazizi; Egypt was the second
and arguably more affected country to which it spread; and Libya
was the third. We focused on the early phase of the uprisings (the
Arab Spring lasted at least until late 2012), a period when journal-
ists from Western news organizations had the least access and were
therefore more reliant on UGc, a pattern confirmed in the decreasing
frequency of uGc use in news stories over the course of the first three
months of coverage.

Our chapter takes a multilayered approach to discourse analysis, one
that encompasses aesthetic qualities, narrative fragments and metanar-
ratives, and justificatory conditions, thus revealing a range of priorities
at work in the discursive function of ugc in early coverage of the Arab
Spring. These priorities include the evidentiary value of the images as
a visual record of the contents of news stories, and also at times their
rhetorical value as eyewitness texture in response to a public desire to
know through the immediacy of being there, even when the images
appear to serve no direct evidentiary function. Our goal in focusing
on this unique early example of the widespread uptake of ugc by large,
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professional news organizations at a time when routines of verification
and handling of ugc had not been established is to better understand
both intended and unintended news outcomes in the early use of uGc
in television journalism.

UGC and the Production of News

Our research uses the term “uGc” as defined by some scholars, namely
as textual or visual information made available online by amateurs
witnessing important events in their part of the world. Traditional
journalists are then able to access it through social media, blogs,
independent websites, and other platforms.* ugc is an increasingly
important element in journalism networks in part because it responds
to consumer and market demands for “immediate” information and
can enhance perceptions of “authenticity” and proximity to events.’
Nevertheless, in the period this research is covering, the often murky
ontology of uGc also challenged the established values of “objectivity”
and “trust” on which the business of journalism is based.” Lack of verifi-

»5

cation, however, was not and is still not an absolute barrier to uGC’s use
in professional reportage; our study observed that unverified ucc was
sometimes used and labelled as such. As we have seen in previous
chapters in this book, there have been more recent efforts to develop
standards of ugc verification, such as the Verification Handbook pub-
lished by the European Journalism Centre of the Poynter Institute.’
Changing standards of verification reflect the increasing value of uGc
to professional news organizations: it may be the only way some visual
materials in relation to a story can be obtained.

UGC can be interpreted in various ways. For the audiences, its “eye-
witness textures” can signify perceived proximities to the events they
record and signal greater authenticity. However, uGc is often selected
by professional journalists because of its affective impact: dead bodies,
wounded and bloody protesters, horrific acts of violence, pools of
blood on the sidewalk, and so on. Add to this the difficulties frequently
encountered, particularly in the period studied here, in verifying where
images have come from and why they were recorded, and the result can
be images whose significance both exceeds and depends on contextual
news narratives in the sense that ucc on its own can be suggestive of
many possible meanings and rarely only one.
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Methodology

Our research set out to identify the discursive impacts of uUGc on news
outcomes. While the use of digital technologies by amateurs in the
production and distribution of information extends to various types of
media - television, newspapers, magazines, audio, video, and so on - for
this chapter, we target the impact on the television industry of ugc
arriving through various social media. The originality of the research
lies in an international comparative analysis of coverage of the Arab
Spring uprisings by two television news networks, csc (Canada) and
France 24, operating in different countries. The time period of our study
corresponds to the first 100 days immediately following the immolation
of Bouazizi, who set himself on fire in the city of Sidi Bouzid in Tunisia
on 17 December 2010. We chose the first three months of coverage
as a timeframe after preliminary viewings of news footage indicated
greater use of UGC in the early weeks of uprising coverage, likely due
to the inability of Western news organizations to get journalists into
affected areas.’

cBc and France 24 provided us from their archives all of the news
stories during the first 100 days of the Arab Spring uprisings that incor-
porated amateur-produced images. We analyzed this corpus by taking
a critical discourse analysis approach based on the broad category of
“critical qualitative research” as defined by Kincheloe and McLaren."”

Aligning ourselves with a renewed interest among some scholars in
textual analysis to excavate implied or contextualizing ideological and
cultural assumptions," we reviewed the corpus of news stories using
amateur video and identified the following categories of significance
in relation to the amateur video clips, each of which will be described
briefly below: structural role, evidentiary value, narratives (including
narrative fragments and metanarratives), aesthetic qualities (affect and
picture quality), and degree of proximity to the events depicted.

The structural role of ugc refers to how amateur visuals are used
within the broader structure of the news story."” Journalists sometimes
refer to the narrative structure of a television news story as the “clothes-
line” on which news elements are “hung” when a story is presented.”
The structural role of amateur clips has to do with how central or how
peripheral they are to the overall visual structure of the story.
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The evidentiary value of uGc has to do with its function in relation
to a news story: is it visual filler (or B-roll), or is it visual evidence - that
is, directly and specifically about the focus of the news story?

UGC as narrative fragments reflects what Georgakapoulou calls
“small stories.”** Such fragments have a less obvious and somewhat
incomplete narrative structure but often emerge as events are unfolding
and often reflect experiences discouraged or disallowed from cultural
circulation. Recognizing that ugc has been created by individuals not
employed by the news organizations that use them, our analysis sought
to take into account any discursive implications of these “small stories.””

Narrative fragments are discursively interesting in this context when
they imply other, larger narratives (i.e., metanarratives).”® They can be
understood as depending for their significance on metanarratives.” For
example, UGc showing damaged property takes on particular significance
within a larger metanarrative of the collapse of social order under the
“democratic” pressures of protests in Arab states during the Arab Spring.

The aesthetic elements of amateur images play a role in shaping
images’ discursive significance even while falling outside the rational
criteria generally brought to bear on news discourse.”® Thus, the
affective register of the clips in our sample often distinguished those
clips from other images, especially in terms of shock, horror, and/or
heightened anxiety or urgency.” In addition, the uGc we examined
had unique pictoral qualities that distinguished it from professional
images, almost always suggesting inferior picture quality in terms of
resolution, composition, and colour. In some cases, the image distortion
was so prevalent that it was difficult to determine what was being filmed
(shaky camera, fast pans and zooms, blurriness).

And finally, there is the attribute of proximity, which reflects the
camera operator’s closeness to the events being depicted. Amateur
images were often recorded from within the events taking place at
extremely close proximity to people, actions, and dangers. This quality
of amateur footage has important implications for viewers.*

With these seven categories of discursive significance as our analytic
framework, we proceeded to examine the amateur-produced images in
news coverage by cBc and France 24, considering the use of amateur
images in each case, then comparing and contrasting the two news
networks’ use of those images.
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CBC and France 24 Coverage of the Arab Spring
CBC APPROPRIATION OF UGC IN NEWS STORIES

In the first 100 days of cBC’s coverage of the Arab Spring uprisings in
Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya, twenty-two of its news stories incorporated
uGc. Two referred to Tunisia, six to Egypt, and fourteen to Libya.

In only two of the stories that used ugc did it play more than a
secondary role structurally; the great majority of news stories in which
uGc appeared were comprised largely of professionally shot images,
with amateur clips strategically woven in. The first exception was a news
story dated 16 February 2011 about Libya, narrated by a news anchor,
accompanied by uac identified by the narrator as “amateur video.”
The second story was also from Libya, dated 20 February 2011. The
journalist narrating the story says at the beginning: “Accurate reporting
from Libya is complicated because the country has blocked access to
foreign journalists.”*" Some of the images in the story are introduced
with descriptors such as “with the postings online” and “these images are
apparently of what's being called a massacre,” or with graphic overlays
stating “YouTube video”; others (unlabelled in any way) are so pixelated
and of such poor quality that their contents are barely discernible - that
is, they have the hallmark visual qualities of amateur footage and in this
sense demonstrate the eyewitness textures suggesting “authenticity,” but
their meanings are ambiguous. Our observation is while it was used
widely in Arab Spring coverage, especially in the early days of the unrest,
when access to events was difficult or impossible for foreign journalists,
the cBc mostly used uGc in news coverage in a subordinate way, as an
addition to professionally produced video imagery. As Chouliaraki has
pointed out,” the presence of ordinary voices in news network discourse
is a phenomenon not often seen in the media, and the ratios of amateur
to professional footage support this observation.

In terms of presentation, fifteen of the twenty-two stories explicitly
identified amateur footage (UGc) either in voiceover narration or with
a graphic overlay. In seven of those, the ucc was only indirectly related
to the news story being told; that is, the specific events, places, and times
recorded in the images were not the focus of the story. In other words,
in one third of the cases examined, the ucc was used as secondary
footage to fill in the visual narrative and was not the direct object or
event under scrutiny.
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Table 7.1 Strategies for indicating amateur-produced images in cBc
news stories

Voiceover descriptors Graphic tags

“Amateur video”
“Postings online ... these images are apparently...”
“even with these shaky cellphone pictures”

“Phone cams are still about the only way pictures are getting

out of Libya”

“these pictures purport to show ..., “these images are from

youtube. cBC cannot verify their authenticity” “unsourced video”
“these are images in a closed country loaded onto “Youtube”

social media”
“Amateur video”
“Images that cannot be verified”

Images of a citizens arrest ... made its way onto a social
media website”

“This unverified video purportedly shows”
“this video is unverifiable”

“this video impossible to verify”

An example may help illustrate this. In a news story dated 26 Feb-
ruary 2011, UGC was used in a story about events on the previous
day - fighting between Gadhafi’s troops and rebel troops in Libya’s
Tripoli and the emergence of a citizen-run impromptu government
to keep city infrastructure running in Benghazi.® The total story
length is 1:54 minutes. The uGc is identified as “unsourced video”
by a graphic overlay and by the narrator, who says: “what appears to
be a citizen’s arrest of one apparent mercenary has made its way onto
a social media website” It is five seconds in length, showing a man
in khaki uniform on the ground with his hands bound, lying in a
pool of blood, pleading with people dressed in civilian clothing. The
clip has an implied meaning in the context of the news story: that
this was a scene from the previous day. In terms of its evidentiary
value, however, most of the content of the images in the uGc remains
factually ambiguous: who, where, when, and even why are uncertain.
Moreover, the presence of mercenaries in the conflict is not discussed
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or examined in any substantive way; it is merely mentioned in passing
(it was considered more substantively in another news story that used
the same amateur clip two days later).** The images create a sense of
urgency and immediacy (and in this case, the affective disturbance
of witnessing brutality), while offering little in the way of traditional
“facts” These hyperfactual sensibilities add what we are describing as
“eyewitness texture” to the news narratives, while also challenging an
existing hierarchy of places in the media by recognizing the voices of
distant others, as Chouliaraki would say.”

When we looked more closely at what was being depicted in uGc
(whether directly or indirectly related to the news story in which it
appeared), we found that 9o per cent of the time, it evoked a strong
affective state — of horror, revulsion, outrage — by depicting shocking,
dramatic events such as protesters being injured or killed, physical
clashes between police and protesters and between different factions of
protesters, destruction of property, angry mobs, and the immolation
of Bouazizi. Most of the amateur clips — 9o per cent — positioned the
viewer in close proximity to the events being depicted, that is, amidst
protesters being shot and injured, facing police retaliation, in conflict
with other protesters, and so on. Together these qualities created a
“proximal urgency” associated with most uses of ucc video.

In all cases, the images were of poor quality: washed-out colours,
pixelated, shaky camera work, and poor composition. In at least one
case, the image was virtually indecipherable in the sense that it was
difficult to determine what was happening in one viewing; the meaning
relied heavily on context and implication.

In the twenty-two news stories, there were eighty-six separate uGc
clips. Whether or not they were used directly as evidence, the clips had
their own narratives or what we describe as narrative fragments. For
example, in a story about the president of Tunisia stepping down, one
uaGc clip depicts men carrying an injured man through the streets —
that is, a narrative fragment of protesters being injured in the street.*
The clips depict specific situations and actions, but their meanings
and significance have been subsumed into the news stories in which
they appear.

In descending order of frequency, the narrative fragments identi-
fied were of (1) citizens/protesters taking to the streets, (2) injuries to
protesters, (3) state attacks against protesters, (4) protesters damaging



From Evidence to Affect 107

property, (5) protesters clashing with police/military, (6) protesters clash-
ing with one another, (7) the immolation of Bouazizi, and (8) ambiguous
images. We next looked for metanarratives within which these narrative
fragments potentially drew meaning and significance. We identified five
broad themes, each of which requires some explanation.

The most common theme was the violent tyranny of Arab states,
with clips suggesting that the protests were a response to tyrannical
states that were violent toward their citizens or that tolerated police
violence against citizens, or both. This was not always stated explicitly
in the news stories, but it was clearly implied. For example, in one
news story, the news narrative is about the significance of a video clip
getting a lot of attention on YouTube. The newscaster describes the
video (in which an Egyptian protester is shot, falls to the ground, and
is helped away by another protester) with the following narration:

Confrontations between protesters and police are being captured
on camera and uploaded to the Internet. Today we came

across one particular video on YouTube that’s attracting a lot

of attention, and it’s easy to understand why. The video shows
the man collapsing to the ground after the sound of gunshots.
Another man runs to help him, and the victim is carried away.
The person who posted the video claims it was filmed during the
protests in the last five days.”

The news narrative about attention being attracted by graphic amateur
video footage from Egypt and the narrative fragment about a civilian
shot in the street both take on a deeper significance within a metanar-
rative about tyranny and violence by Arab states (in this case, Egypt)
against their own citizens, something that is not mentioned explicitly
in the news story.

The second most common theme suggested by amateur video clips
was the collapse of social order as a result of the citizen uprisings. For
example, in one news story the news narrative is about protests spread-
ing to Iran, stating that the only images getting out are through social
media and that in the face of protests the Iranian regime is organizing
counter-protests whose participants chant death threats at students
and protesters.”® The news story is about the spreading Middle Eastern
turmoil and uprisings. There are two amateur video clips: one shows
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crowds in streets covered in debris and rubble, with overturned objects
on fire; the second shows crowds in the street, smoke in the air, and then
the crowd turning and running. Over these images the narrator says:
“Protesting in Iran takes something almost beyond courage, given the
tendencies of the clerical authorities, and yet Iranians are doing it by
the thousands, according to some reports, all over the country.”* The
property damage in the first clip and the smoke hovering in the air in
the second clip take on particular significance within a metanarrative
of the potential for social and political collapse.

The third most common metanarrative theme conveys public pro-
test as a form of democratic uprising. For example, in one news story,
the news narrative is about the importance of cell phone video in the
Tunisian and Egyptian uprisings. One of the amateur video clips shows
a group of demonstrators in the street in front of a municipal building
in Tunisia. The narration says: “A day after Mohammed Bouazizi burned
himself, friends and relatives went to the provincial office and loudly
protested the injustice that drove him to such desperation. This cell-
phone video of the event was instantly circulated to tens of thousands
of Arabs through Facebook and Twitter ... shortly after that protest,
far larger protests began to appear in the capital of Tunis.”** The story is
about technology being the cause of civic unrest in the Arab world. The
amateur clip shows an example of this unrest, which takes on particular
significance in the context of a growing movement of protest against
unfair treatment by state officials.

The fourth metanarrative theme that emerged was the idea that the
Arab Spring was caused by new media and digital technologies. This is
a technological determinist narrative about Western technology being
the cause of Middle Eastern democratic uprisings. For example, in one
of the news stories the news narrative was about Egypt having blocked
the Internet that day, as a result of the online circulation of voices of
defiance that had grown louder in concert with the protests, the result
of a sophisticated network of young people using social media to incite
a revolution.” A uGc clip in the story shows a man lying prone in
the street in a pool of blood, two people crouching to help. Although
none of the images in the clip display a link with new technology, the
narration mentions that “technology is nothing new to dissidents. Iran’s
failed uprisings two years ago were called the Cellphone Revolution
after images of police brutality were captured that way.” The clip takes
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on particular significance in the context of a narrative about digitally
driven revolutions.

The final metanarrative theme observed had to do with the gen-
dering of the Arab Spring uprisings as an expression of male Arab anger.
This metanarrative emerged from uGc as a whole: 95 per cent of the
clips featured men (and only men) who were screaming, chanting, in
conflict with state forces, or firing weapons.*

What makes these themes interesting and significant is that ucc
appeared to serve different discursive functions depending on the dis-
cursive context in which it appeared. uGc recorded by Arab nationals in
Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya took on broader ideological motifs in Western
mainstream news discourses.”* For example, the theme of “male Arab
anger” obfuscated many other realities of the Arab Spring, including
the important role of women in organizing, supporting, and partici-
pating in all forms of protest,* as well as the many different kinds of
activities and participants involved in Arab Spring protests. The theme
that the Arab Spring uprisings were a product of new media obscured
significant offline organizing efforts by activists and social movement
leaders that both preceded and occurred during the uprising;® it also
shifted causation to something emerging from a Western context,
that is, digital technologies. The theme of social collapse obscured
the ways Arab states, like Western states, have rich histories of social
unrest.”* And finally, the theme of tyranny oversimplified the many
ways Arab states operated during the uprisings - for example, the uGc
used did not show that tyrannical repressions were directed at some
social groups more than others; that some aspects of despotism and
tyranny in Arab contexts might have parallels in Western liberal con-
texts;” that Arab states were being routinely demonized in information
campaigns tied to foreign policy strategies — strategies that obscured,
among other things, cultural attributes Westerners tend to boast about
among themselves such as their successes in science, education, fine
arts, market economics, and so on.*® Amateur videos in these instances
appear to be doing discursive work, overreducing complexity in an
arguably orientalist framework.”” So while uGc used and recognized in
some respects the voices of distant others, there remained limitations
in the metanarratives that were ultimately supported by how these
voices were incorporated into news narratives for a Western audience.
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France 24

In the first 100 days of France 24’s coverage of the Arab Spring, eleven
of its news stories incorporated uGc: four, events in Egypt, and seven,
events in Tunisia. In nine of those stories, uGc played a central struc-
tural role, that is, it provided most of the footage for the story or was
its central organizing feature, or both. Eight stories opened with vac,
suggesting a strategic placement of those clips in terms of framing. Most
uses of ugc by France 24 (80 per cent) seemed directly related to the
story being told in terms of the time, place, and events depicted - that
is, they served as visual evidence of the story’s content.

Most of the ugc that was used (80 per cent) evoked a high affect-
ive state — of horror, revulsion, and outrage — by depicting shocking,
dramatic events. All ugc located the viewer in close proximity to the
events being depicted. Together, these qualities created the “proximal
urgency” associated with most uses of uGc.

All of the images were of poor quality. In at least two, the images
were almost indecipherable in the sense that it was difficult to determine
what was happening, and their meaning depended heavily on context
and implication, neither of which was clear. But in this sense, their
meaning was all the more authentic for the viewers, in that those images
were obviously, in Anden-Papadopoulos’s and Pantti’s words, “first hand
recordings by individuals who witnessed or experienced an event while
it was happening”# That is, they did not reflect the conventions of news
institutions. The indecipherability in these instances was directly tied
to their perceived authenticity.

The eleven news stories used thirty-eight separate ugc clips. The
narrative fragments depicted in those clips (which were distinct from
the narratives of the news stories being supported by the clips) broke
down as follows (in decreasing order of frequency): (1) citizens taking to
the streets (walking, shouting, throwing stones at barricades), (2) people
in streets proximal to property destruction (destroyed cars and buildings,
rubble, fires, etc.), (3) the self-immolation of Bouazizi, (4) state violence
against protesters, (5) injured protesters, (6) ambiguous, (7) protesters
clashing with police, and (8) protesters clashing with one another.

We examined these narrative fragments following the same approach
as for the cBc stories, that is, we looked for metanarratives from which
these narrative fragments might draw discursive significance and
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meaning. We identified five broad themes (described earlier): (1) the
Arab Spring as an expression of male Arab anger, (2) the Arab Spring as
a collapse of social order, (3) the Arab Spring protests as a democratic
uprising, (4) the protests as a response to tyranny, and (5) the Arab
Spring as an East-West clash of civilizations. We described each of
these themes earlier, in detail.

Let us consider the ugc recording Bouazizi’s self-immolation (figure 1
shows an image extracted from it). The story was shown on France 24 on
30 December 2010 and lasted 1:48 minutes. It begins with a clip showing
a group of mostly male citizens taking to the streets in the city of Sidi
Bouzid, where the self-immolation occurred. They are, the commentary
tells us, protesting against high unemployment; there is no mention at
this stage of the self-immolation or of the anger of the Arabs. After ten
seconds, the story shows another ten-second clip about a demonstration
happening in another city, where lawyers (again mostly men) are pro-
testing against the corrupt legal system. The poor quality of both clips
(washed-out colours, shaky camera work, poor composition) identifies
these images as ugc. The commentary informs the viewers that in both
demonstrations, the mood was tense but peaceful.

These two uGc clips are followed by professional and formal footage
showing the president, Ben Ali, declaring that the demonstrations
are damaging the country’s reputation. The commentary translates
the words of the president, who is saying that the protests are being
fomented by a handful of evildoers who are trying to convince other
people to follow them and thereby shatter the civil peace. The com-
mentary asserts that Ben Ali blames the media for broadcasting false
information that is hostile to the government and to Tunisia. Ben
Ali, the commentary says, asserts that these people will be subjected
to the law, which will be applied firmly and severely. There is no
mention of the lack of democracy in Tunisia or the tyranny of the
ruling government.

The commentary goes on to explain that the demonstrations began
with the self-immolation by Bouazizi, “a jobless graduate,” in response to
the police confiscating the few fruit and vegetables he was trying to sell
to earn a living. The video here shows, for nine seconds, fuzzy images of
what appears to be a fire, which we are to believe is that self-immolation.
It is followed by another video, this one showing a quiet crowd in front
of a courthouse, with no explanation given for that assembly.
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The video ends with views of streets with orderly cars; the com-
mentary now states that protests in Tunisia are rare because the ruling
institutions keep a firm lid on dissent; the implication here is that the
uprisings are a democratic response to state tyranny (rather than, say,
mob rioting or the work of radical activists).

The two UGc clips that open the story have structured the content
in the sense that they show demonstrations against the government’s
weak and corrupt administration; however, this kind of structuring is
not always used. As noted earlier, when Tv news networks produce and
distribute information, their use of uGc reflects a complex system of
relationships generated by human interventions, often in unstructured
situations that can be hard to explain.

For example, the ucc showing the self-immolation is of such poor
quality that its representative value is limited; it could be depicting nearly
anything. We can thus assert that its use in the story is indirectly related
to the rational arguments in the explicit news narratives, suggesting
possibly a gendered dimension to the uprising as a whole and a kind
of chaos and breakdown of social order. Although the commentary is
making some effort to explain the events, the images are not necessarily
providing visual evidence of them. This suggests that excess meaning
(i.e., in excess of the explicit news narratives) is perhaps being imported
into the news discourse.

Other studies of Western ideological tendencies in the coverage of
events in the Middle East support some of these findings.*

CBC versus France 24: Similarities
and Differences in Use of UGC

In assessing the excess narrative content of individual ucc, we noted
both similarities and differences in the themes represented. In terms
of similarities, in both cases the most common theme was citizens
taking to the streets, including crowds chanting, throwing stones,
standing behind barricades, or just peacefully walking; these are
“conventional” expressions of conflict between states and crowds of
protesters. Moreover, at times, both France 24 and cBc used images that
were indecipherable, due to the poor quality of the image or the lack of
context. So one could say that in these cases, the effect of “heightening
authenticity” was almost lost. Mortensen writes that amateur-produced
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images close the gap between seeing and saying, but when closing the
gap also makes the image indecipherable, it is not saying anything.** So
the question is this: why have the clips been included? Our answer is,
in part, that they serve to create eyewitness textures that have less to do
with who, what, where, why, and how and more to do with creating a
sensibility suggesting proximity, immediacy, and authenticity. As well,
most of the uGc used by both cBc and France 24 evoked a strong
affective state by depicting shocking events. Finally, for both csc and
France 24, most uGc (9o per cent) located the viewer in close proximity
to events being depicted.

However, there were important divergences between the two net-
works. While we found similarities in the ways that both France 24 and
CBC strategically used uGc, the frequency of those themes differed for
each network, as did some of the themes themselves. In France 24’s
coverage of events, the most common visual was of groups of Arab men
expressing anger — shouting, throwing stones, and so on (six clips focused
on these kinds of images). Overall, women were noticeably absent from
the uGc;* they were represented in only two clips. One of these showed
an Arab woman shouting angrily in a crowd in the street; the other, an
Arab woman being dragged on her back through the street by police
in Cairo, her shirt ripped open, and a soldier stomping violently on
her chest. We have only these two very different female representations
during the conflicts, one woman is defiant, the other a victim.

Yet on the cBc, male Arab anger featured in only around 10 per cent
of the news stories. The most common theme in CBC coverage was the
tyranny of the Arab state (which in France 24’s coverage was fourth
most common). On both networks, the second most common rhetorical
theme was the collapse of social order, followed by the democratic
uprising. France 24’s second most common visual narrative was of
crowds in the streets, proximal to property destruction, whereas the
cBc focused on injured protesters. The third most common narrative
for the cBC was state violence against protesters; for France 24, it was
Bouazizi’s self-immolation. In fact, perhaps to spare the feelings of
viewers, the CBC was sparing in its use of the footage of Bouazizi’s act.
Then followed state violence against protesters for France 24 and, for
the cBc, people in the streets, proximal to property destruction. Finally,
France 24 only briefly mentioned police violence (even torture) against
those it had captured, while it was mentioned several times by the cBc.
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Table 7.2 Themes in excess of explicit news narratives

CBC Arab Spring as the expression of the tyranny of Arab states
Arab Spring as collapse of social order

Arab Spring as democratic uprising

Arab Spring as expression of male Arab anger.

Arab Spring as the product of new media, i.e.,

technological determinism

LV, T O UV I S

France 24

=

Arab Spring primarily as an expression of male Arab anger (with minor
representation of Arab Spring including angry women, and victimized
women, and peacefully demonstrating male professionals)

Arab Spring as collapse of social order

Arab Spring as democratic uprising

Arab Spring as the expression of the tyranny of Arab states

Arab Spring as a clash of civilizations East v. West

b4l ol ol

The finding that these themes are not found at the same frequency
between broadcasters supports the thesis that ugc is used for discursive
work in excess of what is ostensibly its intended purpose. Audiences,
journalists, and news editors should all be cognizant of this.

At the structural level, in about 8o per cent of the stories shown by
France 24 (nine of the eleven), uGc was central to the news coverage
in the sense of being at the core of the visual narrative. That makes it
all the more important to understand how it is used. In contrast, for
the cBc, ugc always played a secondary role; it was added into a much
broader visual narrative as either visual evidence or eyewitness texture.

Another difference between the two networks related to how uvac
was identified. France 24 never explicitly identified uGc; we had to
discern it largely on basis of picture quality (from news stories iden-
tified by France 24 as containing uGc). On the cBc, by contrast, fully
three quarters of the news stories specified when ucc was being used,
either with a graphic overlay or in the voiceover narration. With both
broadcasters, though, most of the uGc related directly to the main
issue of the coverage.*

Worth noting is this final observation: cBc coverage linked the
Arab Spring to social media; France 24 coverage® linked it to a clash
of civilizations, East against West.
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Discussion

At the time of the Arab Spring, the use of uGc in newsrooms was still
relatively new; since then, it has become well integrated into news-
gathering and production routines in many if not most news organiza-
tions. In this regard, the Arab Spring serves as a snapshot of a time when
the journalism profession was changing, and no doubt our findings
reflect some of those instabilities and inconsistencies.

What is important in our findings, from our perspective, is that
UGC can at times import themes in excess of intended narratives, an
outcome most crucially linked to the absence of verified facts in uGc.
The clips often “float” free of verification procedures, thereby shaping
news outcomes in subtle and unexpected ways. The affective qualities
of uGc can at times offer an eyewitness texture that draws viewers into
close proximity to urgent events that fit into larger historical narra-
tives, while at the same time giving “distant others” a “voice into news
network discourse”*

The selection of Arab Spring clips apparently was done within a
highly compressed time frame, given that uGc is most relevant and
useful to news organizations when news is just beginning to break.
At the time of the Arab Spring, the protocols for using uGc, at least
at the cBc, were in their formative stages, both technologically and in
terms of news practice. To heighten the authenticity of the information
they provide, most television newsrooms today have been restructured
in whole or in part to incorporate uGc in many different forms into
all production routines. In fact, the distinctions between television
news production and production for other platforms are increasingly
irrelevant in today’s newsrooms, where content is gathered and pack-
aged by a news team and then later circulated on different platforms.

One unexpected finding related to how uGc was integrated into news
coverage. Specific rules seemed to be lacking, at least with France 24.
It was a matter of seizing opportunities and adapting to the situation
at hand, and this sometimes created decontextualized moments, as
suggested by Mortensen.” One consequence of relying on opportunity
is that, as the conflict prolongs itself, the use of amateur videos becomes
less and less frequent, since most news organizations eventually are
able to dispatch professional reporters to “the ground” It seems that
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Figure 7.1 Still frame image taken from amateur footage of the immolation of
Mohammed Bouazizi, a fruit vendor in Sidi Bouzhid, Tunisia, that appeared in
multiple news stories by France 24.

after a few weeks, uGc was perceived as being useful only for adding
authenticity to reports — that “eyewitness texture” mentioned earlier — in
order to satisfys the public’s desire for proximity and immediacy.

During the Arab Spring, specific rules also seemed to be lacking
regarding the length of uGc used by France 24. As noted earlier, the time
allotted to uGcC in news coverage is generally longer at the beginning of a
conflict, although usually limited to a minute or so. If the quality of the
video is rather bad, which it was for the self-immolation (see figure 7.1),
it is trimmed to a few seconds.

Another characteristic of the integration of amateur video into
news coverage by France 24 is that very short clips are sometimes
stacked together in a montage created by professional editors. This
can be verified by the different qualities of the uGc and by the different
backgrounds of the image. The idea behind this practice is not clear, as
some UGC does not seem to add new meaning to the news; rather, it
appears to be “filling” the space with “authentic” images that produce
an eyewitness texture — not always successfully.

This sort of practice raises the question of whether uGc used in news
coverage provides “immediate” information, as suggested by Ahva and
Hellman.* Also, do some news editors reuse it at times? More than once,
we have seen the same uGc used in news stories provided on different
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Figure 7.2 Still frame from amateur footage used in a cBC news story about
protests in Tunisia

dates. This diminishes, if not cancels, the effect of its immediacy. The
silence of the commentators on this issue is suggestive and at the very
least reflects unclear intentions.

Another important aspect of the ucc used in the Arab Spring cover-
age was its easily identifiable visual qualities, including shaky images
(often close proximity to tumultuous events), desaturated colours, and
pixelated forms (as is obvious in the self-immolation video in figure 7.1
and in another still frame from a uGc clip in figure 7.2). These images
can provoke ambiguities in terms of their legibility; simultaneously, the
poor quality of the uGc suggests immediacy of coverage and authenticity
of the image. It satisfies the desire of news organizations and viewers
alike to be “eyewitnesses” to events. When such a poor-quality video
is part of a professional report — sometimes only for a few seconds - it
discursively constitutes proof that what the reporter is discussing has
really happened, or even better, is happening right now. It provides
textures of authenticity, proximity, and immediacy.

Most intriguing of all, perhaps, are the narrative implications of
uGc. When it has been stripped of any evidentiary value, uc offers a
fascinating visual palette. What do the images mean? And what do they
mean within the tightly edited argumentation of a brief news story?
Besides providing textures of authenticity, the images can evoke and
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invoke cultural themes, norms, and values. The eyewitness textures are
not value-neutral and often challenge existing hierarchies, as Chouli-
araki suggests.* For the cBc, the most common themes woven into
news narratives included the Arab Spring as a public response to Arab
state tyranny, as the collapse of social order in Tunisia and Egypt, and as
forms of democratic uprising. For France 24, the most common themes
woven into news narratives included the Arab Spring as an expression
of male Arab anger, as the collapse of social order, and as a democratic
uprising. To understand the significance of these themes, which rou-
tinely emerged in news stories, we can imagine other possibilities that
could be produced by other kinds of images: the Arab Spring as a form
of sedition or terrorism, as an aspect of Arab social order (which is
largely how protest is understood in Western liberal democracies), as
a tightly organized and peaceful attempt to shape political outcomes
by men and women from all strata of society, and so on. UGC, at least
sometimes, despite its heightened status as authentically “eyewitness”
and neutral — does much of the heavy lifting, so to speak, in aligning
news outcomes within hegemonic discourses.

Conclusion

A question we must ask is whether the different self-regulated systems
through which the two distinct media organizations we examined
incorporate uGc into their coverage resulted in divergent information
conveyed by their coverage. France 24, with its system of a pool of
“collaborators,”* had the opportunity to use more amateur-produced
images than the cBc, yet as we have seen, it did not make much dif-
ference. Both organizations inserted only very short clips into their
regular coverage.

We said earlier that the use of uGc organizes audience encounters
with “reality,” giving rise to news outcomes that exceed the intended
results of professional conventions for verification and objectivity. So,
how does uGc influence the coverage of conflicts? Is it truly a decen-
tralized and unregulated way of producing authentic information about
the conflicts covered? The fact is, the average length of the clips used in
each of the news networks examined was very short (less than a minute),
and they were used not only sparingly, albeit prudently and strategically.
In a society in which news is consumed increasingly bit by bit on social
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media platforms (especially by young people),” a few seconds extracted
from uGc may be long enough to give viewers the sense that they were
there, which is no doubt good for the news production market.

Of particular interest in our findings is the idea that ugc can intro-
duce discursive values based on the “voice of distant others” into news
outcomes in excess of the news narratives intended. For example, the
images we examined might suggest that the Arab Spring protests were
almost exclusively male, that they were spontaneous outbursts of anger
caused by new media forms of collectivity at a time when Islamic civil-
ization was suddenly collapsing within the broader historical context of
a clash of civilizations, East against West. But this outcome would elide
many critically important aspects of the Arab Spring, including an active
demographic of women protesters involved throughout the uprising
and the significance of pre-existing grassroots networks of activists
who had developed sophisticated skills for planning, organizing, and
mobilizing large-scale public engagement.” It also obscures the complex
and ongoing political, economic, and military relationships and alliances
between Western governments and the Arab countries affected by the
Arab Spring uprisings.” The eyewitness textures of UGC in some cases
led to implied meanings that tied news narratives to these broader and
largely ideological forms of discursive significance, something that, in
our estimation, editors and journalists alike - and the public - should
be aware of when navigating the complexities of incorporating ugc
into news narratives.

Notes

There exists an earlier version of this chapter titled “Eye Witness Texture of
Conflicts: Contribution of Amateur Videos to News Coverage of the Arab
Spring,” Global Media Journal (German ed.) 8, no. 1 (2018): 1-52.

For more on the use of ucc during the Arab Spring, see chapter 9 (Lithgow).
For an in-depth look at France 24, see chapter 6 (Lithgow and Martin); for a
discussion of uGc at the cBc, see chapter 5 (Lau et al.).

For more on the perception of authenticity and proximity, see

chapter 10 (Santos).

See Popple and Thornham, Content; Harkin et al., Deciphering; Dufty and
Dhabi, “Networked”; Santos, “So-called”; and Beckett, Value.

See Ahva and Hellman, “Citizen”; and Wahl-Jorgensen et al., “Audience””
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6 See Pantti, “Getting Closer?”
7 See Anden-Papadopoulos, “Media”’; Mortensen and Kristensen, “Amateur”;

9
10
11
12
13
14
15

16

17

18

19

20

21
22

and Singer, “Quality”

Silverman, Verification Handbook and Verification Handbook

for Disinformation.

From an archive located at Carleton University.

Kincheloe and McLaren, “Rethinking.”

See Fiirsich, “In Defense.”

Dabhlgren, Visual, 5090.

See Hansen, “Reality”

Georgakapoulou, “Small Stories”

Small stories are not “highly tellable,” but rather lack clearly marked
beginnings, middles, and ends, often describing non-linear events

situated within other forms of narrative-making, with an emphasis

on the “detachability” of the narrative fragment and its ability to be
recontextualized, and its use in the co-construction of meanings between
teller and audience. Small stories are incomplete in context, often reflecting
an immediacy of circumstance. “Sharing events as they are happening;’
writes Georgakopoulou, “completely changes the handling of a story’s
point: the point is not known to the teller (yet), but is emerging through
the tellings in collaboration with the audience” (“Small Stories,” 262).
Furthermore, as with the amateur videos in the Arab Spring, small stories
often reflect the narration of experiences not allowed or discouraged from
circulation by hegemonic forces. In this sense, “small stories research serves
as an epistemology rather than just an analytical toolkit. It becomes an
ideological standpoint for the analyst who seeks to ‘listen’ to such counter-
stories and make them hearable” (263).

The presence and significance of narratives in news reporting has been
widely studied; see Adam, Notes; Bird and Dardenne, “Myth”; Carey, “Dark
Continent”; Chalaby, Invention; and Roeh, “Journalism.”

Metanarratives are structures of meaning that present assumed forms of
knowledge and order of a time and place and that reinforce the status quo
(Lyotard, Postmodern; “Metanarrative,” New World Encyclopedia).

For more on the aesthetics of uGc, see chapters 9 (Lithgow) and 10 (Santos).
The importance of affect in connection with news images has been
documented in various studies, including Brantner et al., “Effects”; Gray,
“News”; Pfau et al., “Influence”; and Seib, Global.

As mentioned earlier, the proximity effect of amateur footage has also been
explored by Pantti (“Getting Closer?”).
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Chouliaraki, “I Have a Voice” and “Witnessing”
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AR 20110226 DUNN LIBYA TODAY.

AR 20110228 MACDONALD LIBYA DIPLOMACY.

Chouliaraki, “I Have a Voice”

AR 20110114 CBC NATIONAL AIR ERI 2300.

AR 20110129 CBC YouTube video.

AR 20110215 MACDONALD MIDEAST TURMOIL.

AR 20110215 MACDONALD MIDEAST TURMOIL 18 AR 20110216 MCKENNA
ANATOMY PART I.

AR 20110216 MCKENNA ANATOMY PART I.

AR 20110128 CBC NATIONAL AIR FRI 2300.

Other studies of orientalism in news and Western moral panics about
Muslims lend support to these findings. See Bonn, “Social”; Karim,
“American”; Said, Orientalism; and Saeed, “Media”

For more on Western notions, discourses, and conventions with regard to
news media, see the Prologue and chapter 8 (Burchell and Fielding).

See Al-Ali, “Gendering”; Al-Natour, “Role of Women”; Bargain et al.,
“Women’s”; Hafez, “Revolution”; Johansson-Nogués, “Gendering”; Khamis,
“Revisiting”; and Radsch, “Unveiling”

See Aourgh and Alexander, “Egyptian”; Hassan, “Making”; and Salvatore,
“New Media”

See Bunce, “Rebellious”; Cole, “Egypt’s”; and Hanafi, “Arab.”

See Kroes, “Signs”

See Herland, “Western”; and Ventura, “Arab Spring”

Hanafi argues that the term “Arab Spring” itself is orientalist, preferring
instead the regionally employed term “Arab revolutions” Hanafi argues that
the Arab revolutions should be “read as continuities in a long history of
protest in the region rather than a total rupture” “Arab,” 41).
Anden-Papadopoulos and Pantti, Amateur, 12.

See note 29.

Mortensen, “Witnessing” and Journalism, 30.

One could infer, from this finding, that most uccs were produced and
provided by male citizens.

The question of unlabelled amateur video remained unanswered, in part
due to the length of time that had passed and our inability to locate the
people directly involved in the editing decisions at the time. The most likely
explanation is that it had been verified to the satisfaction of the broadcaster.
Anecdotally, one of the researchers was in Rome at the beginning of
February 2011, and watched the news coverage of the Arab Spring from
France 24, since it was the only available channel there in French. She
noticed that this technological deterministic argument was coming up
regularly in the comments accompanying the visual narrative.
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Chouliaraki, “I Have a Voice”

Mortensen, “Witnessing” and Journalism.

Ahva and Hellman, “Citizen”

Chouliaraki, “I Have a Voice” and “Witnessing”

For an in-depth look at France 24, see chapter 6 (Lithgow and Martin).
From a study carried by the American Press Institute, quoted in Emma
Teitel, “Online bias a real concern,” Toronto Star, 15 May 2016, A2o.
See Al-Ali, “Gendering”; Al-Natour, “Role of Women”; Hafez, “Revolution”;
Hassan, “Making”; Hirst, “One Tweet”; Newsome and Lengel, “Arab”;
Radsch, Unveiling; and Warf, “Myths.”

See Hamid, “Islamism.
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What Hits Me the Hardest ...
The Photojournalist Blog

Genres and Practices of Journalistic Witnessing

KENZIE BURCHELL AND STEPHANIE FIELDING

»1

“To witness is to wish that the record of the past were more whole

War is a particular type of crisis. War reporting is a necessary and
dangerous confrontation with numerous obstacles for journalists
and witnesses alike. Calling attention to such an emergency, to peril and
suffering amounts to a moral-political intervention: as the old adage
goes, coverage of war and suffering brings us the first rough draft of
history. Yet various state and non-state actors often seek to hinder, if
not control, the work of that drafting. When journalistic practice is to
a degree precluded and journalists are forced out of a conflict zone,
what genres and practices of witnessing are turned to by those who
stay behind, and what if they could tell that story again?

Witnessing and bearing witness: these stand at the moral apex of
social and political practices. When faced with danger and inhumanity,
the individual acts with an urgency tethered to the protection of human
life and with the moral force of providing testament to crisis, to tragedy,
and to suffering.” Witnessing is inherently bound up with temporalities
of current and unfolding events, urgent calls for action, and contribu-
tions to the future construction - and at times correction — of collective
historical memory. The ubiquity of mobile phones and digital cameras,
their image-producing affordances, and the readied networked reach
of social media platforms have, in their confluence, radically extended
the possibilities for ordinary people to take on distinct roles as users,
eyewitnesses, and producers of imagery.’ Those images can in turn
influence the present course of current events and serve as documents
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for posterity to reflect on. Political state and non-state actors, from
the partisan to the malevolent, have learned to strategically stymy the
conditions for bearing witness; they have appropriated the same tech-
nologies and genres of witnessing for their own ends. Journalists and
journalistic practices have doggedly adjusted to this landscape in order
to provide a platform for those eyewitnesses. Along the way, they have
found new ways to witness and bear witness themselves.

This chapter analyzes user-generated content (ugc) produc-
tion practices by examining an emerging type of non-traditional
user-turned-journalist generated content, which borrows the personal
authenticity and subjective formats from vGc-style witnessing via the
genre of diaristic blog, as a means to reflect on the experience of war
reporting. We focus on AFp Correspondent,* an online, publicly available
blog produced by correspondents, photojournalists, and their editors,
a journalistic genre that stands in contrast to the traditional newswire
bulletin, stories, and multimedia subscriber content produced by inter-
national news agencies for media outlets worldwide.

Our “on the ground” focus will be on the Syrian war, more specif-
ically, on how international news agencies have covered that conflict’s
military campaigns and humanitarian crises.” Burchell has written
elsewhere that Agence France-Presse (AFp) has maintained a more con-
sistent on-the-ground presence in Syria than other international news
agencies such as Reuters, AP, ITAR-TASS, and RIA NOVOSTI; the latter
have relied more consistently for their content on governmental releases
reported on from international capitals; this reflects conventionalized
sourcing practices as well as the well-documented danger to journalists
covering the war.® AFP was able to maintain its presence in part by
training local non-journalists, who have documented their experiences
in AFP Correspondent. This case study, then, examines retrospective
personal blog-style essays reflecting on realities of conducting agency
work amid the Syrian war, a context otherwise defined by unreported,
underreported, and the divergent reporting of events.

The ten blog posts examined here were published between September
2014 and March 2018. They were chosen because of their focus on the
unique experiences of Syrian ugc producers turned agency freelancers
(“stringers”), experiences that turned them into professional photo-
journalists who could report on the war from within Syria when others
could not. We supplement our study with additional analysis of the Arp
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Charter,” an update to the arp Editorial Standards and Best Practices
guidelines,® and the concurrent AFp Annual Reports that reflected on
Syria coverage and/or the use of ugc.® This case study focuses on the
analytical gap that arises in understanding diverging genres of war
reporting in a landscape increasingly influenced by Western notions
of citizen journalism and other uGc witnessing practices. We ask two
questions: How does the photojournalist blog, as an emerging news
genre, offer a critical vantage point for better understanding the con-
ditions of war and crisis reporting? And in considering news-making
practices, what are the conditions for ucc-style witnessing by local
non-journalists when they not only stand in for but become profes-
sionalized within international agency workflows?

The Implication of Labels: User, Citizen, Journalist

We will focus on emerging genres of witnessing as they intersect with
shifting journalistic practices. News-making is influenced by and must
adjust to the wider landscape of uGc production practices that increas-
ingly fulfil the reporting function of witnessing and bearing witness
to conflict and crisis. In particular, the discussion that follows seeks to
develop a framework for understanding the changing conditions for
witnessing and bearing witness, distinct but temporally related practices
that come together amid unfolding crises when conventional journal-
istic practice is obstructed.

Both ugc and the arp Correspondent blog make the unseen avail-
able, but in different ways from each other and in different ways from
traditional agency reporting. When journalists take to blogging, the
practice is distinct from yet informed by the everyday social media and
blogging practices of non-journalist uGc producers. Set up in 2012, the
AFP Correspondent blog is framed as “taking readers behind the scenes
at a global news agency ... to give the public a glimpse inside of the
24-hour operations of the world’s third largest news agency, whose 1,500
text, video and photo journalists span the globe in a vast, multilingual
network”® We argue, however, that the AFp Correspondent blog does
more than this.

Because of the assumed totality of global reporting networks, which
are erroneously understood as a universal field of potential surveillance,
undocumented forms of coordinated and systemic violence remain
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outside of public consciousness."” Traditional news as a genre (or rather a
set of genres) additionally prioritizes newsworthy events, with the result
that the painful realities of daily life amid conflict go undocumented.
Genres of ugc image production is a thing apart from traditional war
reporting: “In photojournalism, nonevents tend to escape from rep-
resentation; in amateur photography they are the rule ... condition[ing]

»12

the seen and unseen, the visible and invisible” Ordinary people in
proximity to danger can and do provide an “embodied authenticity” that
is legible in the images they capture as eyewitnesses.” Yet the apparently
unassailable veracity of the image exaggerates the automaticity and
neutrality of recording technologies, displacing the witnesses them-
selves along with their subjective accounts, personal experiences, biases,
and motivations."

International media’s emphasis on the authenticity of witness accounts
in the news, represented in this case by the images captured by (journalist-
verified) ugc producers, involves a number of elisions particular to
the hegemonic influence of Anglo-American and Western media con-
ventions in international reporting. The framing of uGc as “citizen
journalism” carries Western connotations of what it means to be a cit-
izen vis-a-vis a nation-state and what it means to be a journalist vis-a-vis
specifically Western manifestations of democratic ideals.® Assumptions
about the role of journalism do not always take into account the realities
of news media under non-democratic governments or in Arabic or
Islamic contexts. Where a state media apparatus is accompanied by
partisan, religious, or sectarian-oriented news media and social media
channels, divergent representations of conflicts and crises can leave
diverse publics without a shared understanding of unfolding events."
When Western definitions of civic agency are universally applied in
relation to uGc production, further tensions of misrepresentation are
produced through the universalizing misapplication of Westphalian
notions of the nation-state, thus collapsing opportunities for responsible
representations of the diverse forms of socio-political collective iden-
tity that are encountered across Arab and Muslim contexts.” Western
conceptions of witnessing have long drawn from disparate historically
contingent domains of Western theology, law, and science,* each with its
own field-specific mediations via conventionalized sets of practices and
related procedures or technology. These traditions mingle thresholds
of uncertainty with conventions of knowledge production that cannot
always be transposed onto other domains. The domain of journalistic
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witnessing is intertwined with these traditions — borrowing from West-
ern antiquity through to the Enlightenment and toward modernity - of
testament, of evidence, and of verifiable proof. This asserts a particular
tradition of Anglo-Saxon-style factual reporting; the conventions for
international newswire reporting on distant events then evolved from
these into contemporary performances of objectivity in the news.”

The overreliance on uGc and citizen journalism in international
reporting extended this tradition by collapsing the contexts and experi-
ences of content production toward journalistic goals. This has often
translated into either an overemphasis on the non-journalistic origins
of the material or an obscuring of its origins in order to maintain
institutional claims of objectivity.* International news agencies sim-
ilarly assert their gatekeeping role as they selectively remediate local
voices to align with their transnational subscribers and audiences.” The
institutional and editorial parameters for selecting and verifying ucc
material represent a type of conventionalized arbitration between what
is democratic witnessing and what could be politically motivated if not
propagandistic. By applying a postcolonial framework to digital media
in such contexts, Omar Al-Ghazzi unpacks the ideological assumptions
captured in the Western discourses related to citizen journalism.” The
very notions of citizenship and journalism therein are entangled in
practices of verification and the use of non-journalistic materials by
international - in particular, Western — media outlets. Practices of veri-
fication involve assessing whether the contexts and motivations of ucc
production demonstrably align with the civic virtues and democratic
aspirations that will make them palatable to Western audiences.

This stands in contrast to material that cannot be disentangled from
political motives and is thus deemed antithetical to Western conceptions
of citizenship and the nation-state, whether that material is couched
within matrices of local cultural and religious difference that are less
understood by foreign journalists themselves® or within acts of uGc
witnessing deemed politically destabilizing and thus framed as anti-
democratic and as possibly espousing ideologies of division, hate, or
extremism.** AFp Correspondent addresses some of these imbalances
by communicating the embodied and social experiences of Syrian
correspondents and where they are situated relationally in the wider
network of an international agency; this in turn contributes to temporal
dimensions of bearing witness that extend beyond the institutionalized
conventions of newsworthy events.
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The Syrian Civil War

The war in Syria, which has gone on for over a decade at the time of
writing, has seen unstable, changing constellations of regional and
international military actors. State and non-state actors enter and exit
the fray, continually redrawing the military map. This geopolitical
matrix has seen a reduction of US presence and corresponding chan-
ges in territorial control. De-escalation efforts negotiated by Turkey,
Russia, and Syria gave way to flashes of renewed conflict in 2020, just
before the world’s attention shifted away from the civil war and toward
the emerging covip-19 pandemic. Earlier in the Syrian conflict, the
extremist militant group 1s1s held varying degrees of military control
over swathes of territory spanning Syria and Iraq.® The kidnapping and
execution of foreign journalists led many agencies to withdraw from
the country, and in their absence, 1s1s undertook a strategic campaign
of “not merely producing videos” but also “acting as competing media
outlets”** At the same time, journalists were less and less welcome in
rebel-held Syria, becoming “targets, or commodities to be traded for
ransom,” according to AFp Global News Director Michele Léridon.”
Most international news agencies had stopped sending their own staft
to Syria by mid-2013, and only the largest outlets or agencies could
afford the time or labour to independently verify the ugc that was
then being uploaded to social media platforms. This, as Murrell argues,
left “the various participants in the war to put out their own versions
of the truth”*®

A comparative study encompassing five international news agen-
cies found that AFp coverage of the Syrian conflict did demonstrate a
particular commitment to reporting on developments from the “event-
space” of particular urban military sieges and reporting on the resulting
humanitarian crises.” This paralleled their commitment to reporting
breaking news at critical junctures of these assaults and turning points
in the resulting crises. AFP accomplished this in part by working with
locals turned stringers and then professionalized agency photojournal-
ists, who reflected on their experience in the AFp Correspondent blog.
In interviews with content producers variably described as activists,
citizen journalists, journalists, and photographers of the Syrian conflict,
Mollerup and Mortensen found three incongruities in their relations
with international media outlets.* First, these various labels were often
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determined and applied by others, including the media organizations
that depended on them as content producers and sources. Second,
while the work of the local Syrian photographers shaped international
news coverage of the war in Syria, it did so in conformity to West-
ern reporting norms. These ugc producers had set out to produce
“alternative images from their local conflict,”* but having been turned
into professional photojournalists, they were compelled to adapt to a
rhetoric of humanitarian photography, one that spoke specifically to
Western audiences. Third, as they brought the realities of the Syrian
conflict to global audiences through photography, they found that their
witnessing pratices had to align not only with the reporting conventions
of international agencies but also with the vagaries of international news
cycles. That is, they could only hope that the international media would
engage with Syria as a priority among other news items.*

Boundaries and the Field of Journalism

While much of this edited collection focuses on ugc rather than journalist-
generated eyewitness content, the framework presented here offers a
path toward understanding changing journalistic practices in relation
to ugc-style media production, in particular the co-constitution or
possibly cross-fertilization of media practices within organizational
or institutional conventions of media outlets, in which formal and
traditional news production increasingly learns from non-journalistic
media practices. The need for such a framework hinges on the blurring
of that divide: media production is difficult to distinguish from the
everyday media practices of journalists, just as it is sometimes difficult
to distinguish non-journalists’ content (which news media depend
on) from professionally produced content. The AFp Correspondent
blog offers a unique site where Syrian ucc producers who have been
trained as stringers can reflect on the experience of becoming seasoned
photojournalists covering a war that divides and ravages their country
to this day.

Specific definitions of ugc distinguish it clearly from the media
production and publication practices enshrined as “traditional” jour-
nalism. It is plain from this that it is professionals in the field who are
defining what is and is not journalistic work, and doing so in ways that
emphasize the integrity of their own professional content.” Yet some
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of the more traditional sourcing and reporting practices are becoming
difficult to differentiate from those used by journalists who inhabit
social media; similarly, non-journalistic actors increasingly intervene in
those same social media spaces, strategically seeking to amplify, counter,
drown out, or discredit the more “institutional” content of news media
outlets. According to Witschge and colleagues, there is little new about
the hybridity and technological change that characterize journalism
today: journalism has always been a heterogenous complex of practi-
ces bundled together at different times in different ways to define the
boundaries of field.** Wahl-Jorgensen posits that as news organizations
develop strategies for the “cooptation and segregation” of uGc, subtle
shifts are occurring in the epistemological truth claims of journalistic
practice.” Knowledge is being produced through diverging and multi-
plying forms of storytelling through which the moral-political acts of
witnessing and bearing witness are performed.

Events, Witnessing, and Bearing Witness

Witnessing involves a set of practices that are intrinsically and cat-
egorically defined by the embodied presence or absence, temporal
concurrence or remove, of the witnesses themselves vis-a-vis the space
and time of an event. This matrix of spatial and temporal alignment
constitutes different forms of witnessing, as well as diverse typologies
of events and their framing, which when combined with particular
media and modalities of journalistic address amount to distinct genres
of witnessing. John Durham Peters outlines these types of witnessing as
the paradigmatic witnessing of “being there” in the event-space at the
time of the event; “live transmission” through forms of simultaneous or
near simultaneous mediated witnessing at a distance; the “historicity” of
being removed in time but visiting the locale of the events in question;
and finally the most tangential form of witnessing: “recording” for
audiences that are removed spatially and temporally but are engaging
in these transcribed and captured historic accounts.*

Bearing witness is a practice that is distinct from but depends
on witnessing, extending onwards from one’s presence at historical
or contemporary experiences or events. To bear witness is to bring
an account of that presence-based witnessing to others; it is a social
and political practice that mediates the opportunity for others to
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understand what has been or is being witnessed. Paul Frosh argues
that “presence is not just told,” it “is also telling — it makes a difference.””
Witnessing fundamentally involves one’s presence in the simultaneous
“present” of an ongoing event; however, there is an additional future-
orientation of bearing witness that evokes the past or present in the
name of social change as well as the persistence of social memory with
the future in mind.

There are genre-specific slippages between contexts and conditions
of production specific to ugc, witness accounts, and professional photo-
journalism when incorporated into international agency reporting.
These categories of content production are conflated, or not, depending
on the boundaries drawn between who is considered a journalist and
who is not. It also depends on what is considered an event and thus
framable as “news” by international news agencies, and what is not and
dropped from coverage for that reason. Wagner-Pacifici argues that this
sociological engagement with events uncovers the “restless ‘handofts’
from one genre to another”** Witnessing practices beget particular types
of event-oriented communicative performances that keep newsworthy
developments coherent and alive despite their remediation across the
modalities of witnessing, memory, and history. There is an “inability of
any one genre to contain or fix events,” because these diverse witness-
ing practices involve mediations across time and space, highlighting
how the conventions of genre are interwoven with the affordances of
communication technology.

Acts of witnessing are communicative events with performative
power. The event-defining and event-oriented quality of such practices -
the “eventness” - is the hinge between witnessing and bearing witness
that comes to contradistinguish between genres and practices of jour-
nalistic witnessing. The currency of journalistic witnessing relies not
only on the framing of particular developments as newsworthy events
but also on the eventness of the reporting itself. Reed sees the eventness
of particular sets of concrete actions (such as professional reporting and
photojournalism) as the source of a performative power that serves to
determine how others will come to understand or define a situation,
transforming the expectations, emotions, and possibly coordination of
action by other actors.*

The arp Correspondent blog brings into sharp relief the disconnect
between the institutionalized genre of objective agency reporting and
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the personal genre of subjective blog essay, often more associated with
uGc than journalistic output. Events within the Syrian war are medi-
ated by these genres, yet there is a genre-specific eventness to these
types of reporting as well. The currency of reporting on events relates
to their newsworthiness as crises, experiences, voices, and accounts,
which are remediated from the local context for global audiences. For
example, “emergency” as a category of event operates in conjunction
with particular temporalities relating to exceptionalism and urgency,
as well as the possibility that action can still be taken in relation to
the event.* Much of the traditional international agency reporting
on the Syria conflict examines the temporalities of particular events
with these event-oriented notions of emergency and intervention;* this
stands in contrast to inescapable quotidian experiences of the conflict
and conflict reporting examined in AFp Correspondent.

Case Study: The AFP Correspondent Blog

The arp Correspondent blog has a chronological, multi-author format. It
applies a reflective, diary-like mode of address related to the experiences
of practising journalists. Its entries cover topics as diverse as the conflicts
in Syria and Yemen, the Black Lives Matter and Gilet Jaunes protests in
the United States and France, the Australian wildfires, and coronavirus
restrictions in mainland China and Hong Kong. The “weblog,” now
called a “blog,” has been defined as “a form of writing that is unique
to the Web™* and that, despite a vast array of contemporary journal-
istic blogs, was at first characterized by its Web-specific functionality
(e.g., hyperlinks or multimedia) or diary format. The diaristic mode of
address in news blogs is organized as a form of commentary: a particular
voice or set of voices is “expressing experiences which find no outlet
in conventional reporting”* Individual reflection is largely incongru-
ent with the editorial standards of news agency bulletins, stories, and
visual imagery production for client and subscriber networks. Arp
Correspondent is one of four blogs run by the agency; there are similar
Spanish- and French-language blogs, as well as “AFp Photo” on the
separate Tumblr blogging platform, once again highlighting the elisions
between this genre of news blog and the content found on platforms
typically associated with ucc.
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Journalistic blogs are a form of personal commentary on news
stories and news-making; they fall outside traditional journalistic
conventions and the restrictive editorial standards of brevity, currency,
and objectivity. Bloggers deem the personal to have value in the public
sphere.® Interviewed about Arp Correspondent in the AFP 2017 Annual
Report, the journalist Marion Lagardére commented: “The blog is a way
of following a story from a different viewpoint. What gives it power is
the use of the first-person and the reporter’s subjectivity ... Whenever
one reports from the group, one speaks from a point of view, what-
ever it may be*

In contrast to the strict reporting standards and institutionalized
(if not simply anonymized) voice of agency bulletins and stories, the
AFP Correspondent blog takes on subjective and reflective forms, thus
providing an institutionalized space for journalists to bear witness to
their own experiences of reporting from Syria. The methodology used
prioritizes journalistic practices to examine what correspondents do
and what they say about what they do, operationalized here through the
representations of practice and reflections on practice that are included
within the reporting and blogging itself. Drawing from practice-based
sociology,” this analytical lens situates journalistic practices across
the embodied, social, and relational experiences of the practitioners,
further complicating our understanding of what is and is not reporting
in terms of the past-, present-, and future-oriented temporalities of
witnessing and bearing witness, as we will explore. This methodological
lens has been deployed by means of critical discourse analysis to code
the relevant blog essays in relation to policy documents; in this way,
we are able to examine the institutional context of reporting and pro-
duction practices represented in both sets of texts.* Given that this is
a photojournalist blog, there are additional degrees of intertextuality
specific to the multimedia space of the Web. Fairclough assigns to
intertextuality “the property texts have of being full of snatches of other
[media] texts, which may be explicitly demarcated or merged in, and
which the text may assimilate, contradict, ironically echo, and so forth”*
The intertextual cues within the blog provide perspective on the experi-
ential histories of producing other media texts, some in circulation and
some not. In the aAFp Correspondent blog, photojournalists are able to
publish and discuss many more photos produced for the agency in
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particular contexts than would have been previously taken up in the
business-to-business news ecosystem based on a breaking news and
subscriber service business model.

AFP Correspondent is not simply a journalist blog, it is also a space
where non-journalists turned photojournalists — who came to report
for AFP amid the Syrian conflict — make sense of their experiences
for the wider public. As Matheson argues, blogs represent a space of
journalistic production where “writing authoritatively for a public and
writing fo a public is renegotiated constructively”*® The AFp blog entries
provide an account not only of what was witnessed but also of the rela-
tional complexity of photojournalism reporting practices — complexity
that is bracketed out of primary agency coverage. The photojournalist
blog as a genre provides a space for bearing witness, for reclaiming
both the experience of everyday life that persisted despite the conflict
and the hope for the future of Syria.

Reporting as Embodied Social Practices

Much of the journalistic experience — arguably more so for photo-
journalists — is edited out of traditional journalistic accounts, from the
embodied and social experience of reporting on war and suffering, to
the relational complexities of working within a professional network
of individuals spread across the country, region, and world. Due to the
well-documented risks to foreign journalists in Syria during the conflict,
with the exception of two teams that covered the siege of Raqa at differ-
ent points in 2017, AFP had not sent any special correspondents to Syria
since 2013. Day-to-day and on-the-ground coverage was provided by
stringers, some of whom had been trained by Arp during a photography
workshop in Turkey in June 2013." The conflict represented a challenge
to exactly how AFP could maintain its mission statement, which was
“to provide accurate, balanced and impartial coverage of news wher-
ever and whenever it happens in the world on a continual basis™* As
one journalist states in reference to the blog’s utility for audiences, “I am
journalist ... When I read an article, I can pretty well see how it was
written and how the information was obtained. But the reader or listener
does not necessarily have the ability to understand that context. The
experience of these stringers turned correspondents is an account of
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the witnessing practices of ugc producers turned photojournalists yet
also an account of the journalistic practice of bearing witness to adverse
conditions of reporting on conflict.

All practices of witnessing are embodied and social, whether they
are occurring on the ground and therefore alongside those you are
covering or at a distance at the editing desk of a regional bureau. In
Abdulmonam Eassa’s essay “If I Remain Alive: The Ghouta Diaries,”
about the bombardment of eastern Ghouta, Eassa was constantly con-
fronted with this moral and professional decision: “Should I help him or
continue to take pictures? It’s a question that I constantly ask myself.”**
He reflects on the time he took the son of friend from the arms of a
“White Helmets” volunteer (officially the Syria Civil Defence), carrying
him to the hospital: “The boy holds on tight to me, he doesn’t want
to let me go. When we get inside, I want to take a picture of him, but
he doesn’t want to let go of my hand. I manage to free my hand, but he
keeps holding his hand towards me. I can feel myself crying.™

In another instance, he sees a man on the ground: “It’s a friend of
mine. He has a head injury. He is dead. But we have to just leave his
body there because there are wounded children and they have to be
taken to the hospital”*® Yet in the photojournalist’s engagement with
the potential subject there is a moral requirement that this be a caring
social interaction, as Abd Doumany explains: “I behave differently
when I photograph child victims. I look for a way to ease their pain
if possible. Sometimes I tell them jokes, sometimes I show them how
they came out on a picture, sometimes I let them take some pictures.””
Doumany similarly outlines the complexity of photographing suffering,
which for these photographers is both personal and social: “What hits
me the hardest is seeing the pain of those who have lost loved ones.
Usually I avoid photographing those scenes out of respect for them. I
know exactly how they feel: I've lost one of my brothers in this war*

In their interviews with citizen journalists, photojournalists, and
other image-makers during the conflict in Aleppo, Mollerup and
Mortensen found a sense of care for the well-being of victims: suffering
was a reason not to photograph people or their next of kin.* This stands
in contrast to the othering of Syrians that is intertwined with the
assumption of detached distance by foreign correspondents, who seek
to construct opportunities for Western audiences to witness suffering
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at a distance. In each of the instances above, reporting practices are
intimately tied to the embodied but also socially situated experiences
of these individuals as both witnesses and photojournalists.

Networks of Relational Institutional Practices

The blog also provides insight into the journalists’ relational networks
through dialogues between actors who occupy distinct practitioner
roles within the agency, who are often geographically dislocated from
one another even while working closely together. In “Covering Syria
Through Hunger and Fear” and “The Last Days in Aleppo,” one of the
uGc producers turned photojournalists who had been covering Aleppo,
Karam Al-Masri, writes alongside Rana Moussaoui, who was the AFp
deputy bureau chief in Beirut at the time. Moussaoui offers a personal
but also procedural account of their news-making - “since February
2016, we've ‘lived’ daily life with Karam”® - as they communicate
through the messaging platform WhatsApp. In the same post, Karam
reflects on his induction into the workflow, from being managed as a
source and uGgc producer to being trusted as a professional journal-
ist, as Moussaoui explains: “He started off by giv[ing] us little bits of
information. But then, after impressing us [his Beirut colleagues] with
his rigour and accuracy, we started asking him for full stories.” This
rigour was soon recognized as an emerging mastery of professional
agency standards: “He gave us everything we needed to tell the story ...
His images didn’t even have to be edited”® On the one hand, these
are reflections on the processes and conventions of institutionalized
professional practices; on the other, they speak to the technologically
mediated networks of contemporary international reporting and news
production practices.

When emptied of these reflections and of the experience of produ-
cing news content, conventional news production often entails typifying
news as events. In a conflict like Syria, there is additionally a strategic
planning of military events with political actors coordinating engage-
ment with the media by announcing particular sieges or declaring
crises. Unfolding events are declared to be historic turning points or
thresholds, and this masks the ongoing reality of the protracted con-
flict.” In contrast to these pre-framed events, the blog communicates the
ongoing routines that constitute practices of covering conflict, as well
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as the exhaustion and trauma as these are compounded over the weeks,
months, and years of coverage. Doumany, who captured the famous
photo of the young boy Omran Daqneesh in the back of an ambulance,
writes about the thousands of people injured and the routine nature of
his many photographs of people carrying wounded or dead children
from the rubble of an airstrike or bombardment. He interjects, as if
both to himself and to the blog reader, “That sounds harsh, doesn’t it?
But that’s what it has become. It has become routine.”*

This routine does not just affect those reporting from the conflict
zones. It also impacts the wider network of journalists and editors.
Moussaoui works as a regional deputy bureau chief; even so, her writing
offers a subjective account of Aleppo’s devastation, likely gleaned from
her interactions with Karam but also through his embodied, situated
experiences, as captured in the photos being edited, communicating
an authenticity related to his proximity to suffering: she was moved
to write in a similar embodied manner that “the smell of the hunger
[in Aleppo] is frightening”* In a protracted conflict such as this, the
ubiquity of mobile phones has meant that both ordinary people and a
diverse range of militarized actors are on the ground in Syria producing
uGc that captures scenes of violence, killings, kidnapping, and torture.
Digital imagery and video itself have been weaponized, and the resulting
political and ideological complexity is often collapsed in the ways that
international media use uGc as well as by the projection of Western
ideals through the trope of the citizen journalist.”

Making sense of this information glut goes beyond just verifying
uGc for its use in news production. Across the transnational network
of international agency bureaux and their subscribers, there are dif-
ferent degrees of political and religious literacy among journalists and
editors in relation to Syrian society.® Between news agencies there are
also differences in editorial conventions that are further complicated
by conventionalized sourcing patterns, in the sense that international
agencies often hold a “nationalistic bias” toward ideologically aligned
state actors.” This contributes to a Balkanization of news narratives
circulating globally, which in turn provides opportunities to disseminate
conflicting governmental framings of the conflict based on the diverse
interests of the foreign powers involved.*

In contrast, reflections on the working relationships of the uGc
producers-turned-photojournalists set the AFp Correspondent content
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apart from both traditional reporting and other uGc being produced
amidst the Syrian conflict. Christian Chaise, the AFP regional director
for the Middle East and North Africa, writes in another post about
the growing danger of “post-traumatic stress” among the editors who
worked closely with the local stringers during the early phases of the
Syrian conflict.” In the blog post “Covering the Islamic State,” AFP
journalists at the Nicosia and Beirut bureaux who examined footage
coming from 1s1s-controlled areas were “deeply affected” by the sheer
volume and graphic nature of the footage.” (The impact of ucc on
journalists who must view it as part of the production cycle is dis-
cussed in a number of chapters in part I of this book.) Distinct from the
reporting practices that produce the images, these journalistic practices
and practitioners were rendered invisible by the mediations inherent
in media production. But these types of media workers are part of that
relational network of journalistic practice, a set of workflow conventions
and editorial processes contributing to the mediated witnessing of the
Syrian conflict by global publics.

Communicating the Everyday

Beyond the experience of witnessing as a local Syrian and as a photo-
journalist, something else is captured in the AFp Correspondent blog and
similar blogs, that is, corrective contributions to the historical record
of the conflict. It is not just that readers and audiences lack access to
the behind-the-scenes elements of news production, it is also that the
traditional news audience is “bombarded with information that often
lacks perspective and is not presented to them in the right order”” These
blogs bear witness to the temporalities of experience and hope that are
absent from the institutionalized conventions of traditional reporting.
Practices of bearing witness offer testaments to the daily life that persists
amidst conflict and reclaim the hope for a future in Syria — hope that
rarely finds its way into breaking news agency coverage.

The multipart essay “Syria Shimmers of Hope” presents parallel
descriptions of the conflict through the distinct voices and perspectives
of three ugc producers turned photojournalists: Abd Doumany in
Douma, Delil Souleiman in Qamishli, and Sameer al-Doumy, writing
from Paris after leaving Syria.”” Their reflective vignettes are accom-
panied by photographs that bear witness to everyday life under and
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despite the conflict, as well as to the persistence of hope, which is not
covered in the politicized accounts of sieges and crises, so often framed
by the comments of governmental sources. The photojournalists reflect
on their experiences of covering a conflict as part of a community, but
they also reflect on editorial processes. Al-Doumy writes that “in daily
life situations people react positively to me, they show their happiness.
When I am covering destruction and bombing, they react differently ...
Daily life photography gets me closer to people and helps me share their
happiness and pain.””* Similarly, Karam Al-Masri pitched the story of an
older man who stayed in Aleppo, keeping watch over his car collection
despite the conflict. As the Beirut editor reflected, “the images were
touching and I remember in particular a sequence of the man listening
to a record on his gramophone.””* Souleiman writes that “there isn't
only war and destruction, there’s also joy and happiness in the Syrian
reality”; he adds that “when people see images like these, they get some
comfort because it can become repetitive to constantly look at image([s]
from war - death, destruction, killing””* The blog post does include the
more institutional style of reporting that recounts timelines, attacks,
and casualities; Souleiman notes that he has “become a witness to the
life and death of so many people.””® Doumany expresses the temporality
and corrective record offered by reflections: “Everything in Syria will
fade and change, but these images will remain, documenting the war
and destruction. But I hope that my images will also bear witness to the
happiness and joy in times of war, a war that will surely end someday.””
In these photojournalist blogs, the authors strive to bear witness to the
lives, not just the deaths, of Syrians, thus balancing the earlier traditional
journalistic record that their photography helped produce.

Again, while the AFp Correspondent blog provides a window onto
the everyday of conflict through the eyes of these ucc producers turned
photojournalists, the selective gatekeeping capacity of international
agencies reinforces existing imbalances. These imbalances often preclude
quotidian perspectives that are so central to uGc-focused alternatives
to traditional news stories about Syria. Dina Matar’s examination of the
alternative media spaces produced and maintained by Syrian women
demonstrates how the event-driven orientation of traditional news - in
conjunction with patterns of gender inequality in war reporting and in
newsrooms more generally — prevents many stories of the everyday from
achieving wider circulation beyond Syria; instead, it is representations of
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conflict that enjoy the internationally and institutionally vetted notion
of newsworthiness.”* Matar describes how during times of crisis and
societal upheaval, the disruption of the norms of daily life creates liminal
moments for renegotiating societal conventions. These examples of
alternative media open a path for renegotiating gendered patriarchal
hierarchies, for changing expectations within Syrian society at the inter-
section of religious, professional, and family life. Traditional media’s
overdependence on the currency of events overlooks the conditions
endemic to everyday life in times of conflict, overlooking then also how
norms are being renegotiated as, and through, liminal spaces of uGc
and alternative media beyond institutionalized newsmaking. Unlike
traditional agency coverage, the AFp Correspondent blog draws on
everyday life. Yet even that blog is circumscribed by a focus on jour-
nalists’ experiences, and thus fails to challenge the persistent omission
of particular voices in both journalism and war reporting.

Performative Mediations upon the Future

Bearing witness is about more than recounting the past; it is also an
inherently future-oriented practice. Traditional photojournalism is
often a representation of the aftermath of newsworthy events as events
in and of themselves.” In both traditional reporting and uGc, event or
aftermath witnessing often involves a second time frame, specifically the
interval of time within which future harm can be prevented through
some sort of intervention.* The Arp Correspondent blog offers yet
another time frame, one that testifies to the impact of tragedy beyond
the interval for immediate intervention. And yet another: a testament
that carries a particular form of futurity, one of hope, which persists
during, beyond, and despite the crises.

In conventional reporting and editorial practice, especially in the
times and spaces of war, events compete for newsworthiness. Having
been strengthened by repetition throughout the news cycle and across
myriad news organizations, negative developments are more often
treated as newsworthy.* This negative valence is central to a particular
mode of eventness that links bearing witness to crisis and the future.*
Anderson examines how the process of bearing witness seeks to
“forestall” or “curtail” the imminent future being represented within a
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present crisis.® Journalism’s reliance on eventfulness binds this notion
of urgency with that interval between bearing witness and preventing
further destruction.

Photojournalism in particular often involves a subtle but important
temporal shift away from uGc eyewitness imagery that can capture
a crisis as it is unfolding toward professional photojournalism,*
which more often than not consists of photography of the “aftermath-
as-event”® The aftermath-as-event is an extension of an event, one often
rooted in the practical realities of representing the event from the scene
only after it has occurred. Aftermath photography captures the harm
produced by an event (such as a siege or chemical weapon attack) as
representative of an ongoing crisis; in doing so, it emphasizes causality
and temporality: event and aftermath are the cause and effect of crisis,
with the effects shown linked to the possibility of intervention before
further harm can be done. In traditional aftermath reporting, peace is
referenced by its absence and bearing witness to the aftermath can be
understood as “a possible first step towards peace”*® Both traditional
photojournalism and uGc offer temporal apertures to show the every-
day of conflict as discussed above, yet in that everyday there is also a
possible representation of hope for the future.

Reclaiming the persistence of joy in everyday life is the first step
toward bringing back memories of a future for Syria beyond the war; it
is how hope can accompany reporting on crises and suffering. Writing
about his escape and journey from rebel-held eastern Ghouta to Idlib,
which active conflict had not yet reached, Eassa ponders this temporal
bridge where bearing witness links a record of the past with the future:
“Maybe I'll live and tell the story of what happened here, talk about
the crimes committed against us, about the hard days we had, and the
beautiful days”¥ These reflections capture fear for Syria’s future: “With
no end in sight to the conflict, many fear that this war will produce a
‘lost generation’ of children, who will lack basic necessities and who
will not have access to education.”**

The essay “Syria Shimmers of Hope,” written by three of the ucc
producers turned photojournalists, opens with this uncredited context-
ual note: “Photographers who document wars in their own countries ...
often say the same thing. Their best-known images - the heartbreak and
destruction of their homelands - are not the ones of which they are most
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proud. The ones of hope are - this is the subject of the blog”* These
sorts of reflections on hope amidst suffering find a voice through the
photojournalist blog; as Souleiman writes: “When the war ends, I will
photograph life after death, I will photograph the traditions and customs
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of my country, I will photograph places that are full of life and hope
Conclusion: Practice Theory and Genre Contribution

As a genre, the photojournalist blog wrests personal and subjective con-
trol from the austere conventions of traditional news. Embodied, social,
relational, and temporal dimensions of the reporting emerge in the
photojournalist blog, which stands outside of the cycle of breaking news,
giving new legacies and new futures to communities struggling amidst
conflict. Blogs devoted to reporting on crises like war, catastrophe, and
civil unrest reflect back upon journalistic experience and practice. But
the photojournalist blog adds an additional layer of reflection: as a genre
it consists of written reflections on embodied experience and social
contexts that cannot be disentangled from the conditions of journal-
istic work despite their invisibility in the imagery itself. Importantly,
this includes the conditions for producing those lesser-known images,
the ones that do not gain traction or go viral among a wide array of
agency subscribers. This demonstrates the ways in which the genre is
necessarily reflexive: the intertextual, multimodality of photojournalistic
production and the multiple genres inherent to journalistic output are
both reflected in the blog’s format and reflected upon as its subject.
Relationally, this case study also highlights the complicated reporting
and editorial practices that are largely hidden within the mediations of
traditional news production, which is subject to conventional editorial
framings that bracket out the labour and the networked interpersonal
workflows undergirding news production. War reporting practices
are also constrained by the material realities of the situation on the
ground across a landscape that is often manipulated if not controlled by
political actors with their own strategic agendas regarding what stories
can be told and how.”" As a genre, the photojournalist blog makes the
unseen of photojournalism visible, from the real danger and emotional
labour of those reporting on the ground to the vicarious trauma of pro-
fessionals working with their material and the interpersonal practices
that infuse and connect both contexts.
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These conditions for journalistic practice are invisible in traditional
coverage, but they can emerge through a critical discourse analysis of
text and language. In this case study, they have been identified from
within the findings of a wider multilingual comparative study of inter-
national agency coverage, using a triangulated critical discourse analysis
of blog entries, policy documents, and annual reports to reveal traces
and cues that demonstrate the conditions, decisions, and experiences
inherent to newsmaking practices. As a case study, AFp Correspondent
represents a unique platform, one that allows ugc producers who have
become professional photojournalists to reflect on their experiences and
thereby address the gap between media studies literature on eyewitness
image production and journalism studies’ engagement with newsroom
practices of sourcing, vetting, and framing ugc and other publicly
circulating open-source information.

In format as well as practice — and therein genre — the Arp Correspond-
ent blog is wholly distinct from the news agency bulletin, photo, and video
content as accessed by the agency’s subscriber network. From a stance
outside that commercial and business-to-business ecosystem, it high-
lights the experiences of journalistic practice removed from the objective
formalities of informational subscriber journalism, where practices of
witnessing speak to the subjective experience of being an on-the-ground
image producer welcomed into an international news agency’s network
of bureaux, correspondents, and professionalized stringers.

The arp Correspondent blog gives voice to the subjective experiences
of photojournalists; in the blog essays we have examined, of becoming a
photojournalist in response to a war ravaging one’s own country. Such
experiences fall outside the institutional frame of traditional agency
reporting; but paradoxically, the task of the local photojournalists is
to ensure that the agency can continue to practice its own form of
journalism. In that sense, the blog highlights the persistent gatekeeping
function of international agencies, which extends beyond determining
what is newsworthy, instead distinguishing events from non-events
and through that lens determining who is and who is not a journalist.
That is, the editorial power to determine newsworthiness extends to
determining who is a reporter in contradistinction to a witness. This
demonstrates the centrality of international news agencies as hegemonic
global institutions, as well as how contexts of suffering can so easily be
flattened when reported on from a distance.
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Even in aFp Correspondent, the subjective reflections on what it
means to be reporting on the Syrian war remain circumscribed as an
institutionalized form of uGc, specifically user-turned-photojournalist
content: a traditional media institution remains the gatekeeper of the
stories being told, the Western gatekeeper of who can tell the story of
Syria, of which locally produced uGc can stand in for international
journalistic content and which uGc producers will be accepted as inter-
national journalists. Even when expanding the breadth of traditional
news to include the reflections of news practitioners, an international
institution remains the arbiter of what is and is not war reporting and
of who is and who is not a journalist. The vast complexities of local
everyday experiences amidst the Syrian conflict remain outside the
institutionalized news blog as a platform for witnessing. Among other
collective bases for individual agency, the plurality of partisan, ethnic,
religious, or pan-Arab identities are often flattened within representa-
tions of war and crisis when they are packaged for Western audiences,”
while the myriad intersectionally varied voices of women and women
journalists in Syria continue to be systematically excluded from spaces
where traditional war reporting is happening, whether in the newsroom
or in the field.”

AFP Correspondent is an important renegotiation of ugc into an
institutionalized platform for reflecting on reporting and newsmaking
practices; yet as a genre, the journalists’ war blog often runs rough-
shod over possibilities for renegotiating societal norms amidst conflict.
More specifically, the photojournalist blog offers a space for practices
of bearing witness, where these ugc producers turned photojournalists
can wrest the recent past back from the first draft of institutionalized
reporting. It is where they can tell the stories of photographs that did
not circulate worldwide and write down the lives of everyday Syrians
as they are lived between, despite, and throughout the waging of war
by others. The subjective and personal recounting of media work in the
AFP Correspondent blog reclaims the embodied, social, and relational
experience of war reporting by reasserting the subjective temporalities
of witnessing and bearing witness. Drawing from the diarist genre of
blog and uGc eyewitness practices, the photojournalist blog is a genre
of journalistic witnessing that transcends the austere and limiting con-
ventions of objective agency reporting while also wresting control of
the narrative from military and governmental actors, whose decisions,
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commentary, and actions intervene in and inflect formal journalistic
accounts. Through witnessing and bearing witness, the past and future
of Syria are given life in reflective accounts of those who were there to
capture the stories that others could not.

In the words of Abd Doumany, “I did my best to try and show their
pain through my lens. You do your best to save them”**
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User-Generated Ethical Audiences

On the Discursive Significance of the Abject
in Amateur Video during the Arab Spring

MICHAEL LITHGOW

The use of amateur content by journalists is no longer a novelty.
Amateur content in the news is ubiquitous as news organizations have
come to rely more and more on public use of digital technologies to
record and share content. It is hard to imagine news today without the
low-resolution, shaky, hastily recorded images created by non-expert
members of the public, or what is often referred to as user-generated
content (UGC).

As others in this volume have discussed, the term “ucc” encom-
passes the multimodal ways that members of the public create mediated
content - cell phone photographs, audio recordings, texts, tweets, blogs,
and so on.' Arguably, its most dramatic and commonly used form
in news narratives is amateur video. The use of amateur video in the
news dates back to at least the 1991 video recording of Rodney King
being assaulted by Los Angeles police officers, but it is the Boxing
Day tsunami in Sumatra, Indonesia, in 2004, that is often identified as
the tipping point for professional journalists’ use of amateur video to
cover an event.” In its immediate aftermath, visual images of tsunami
damage were only available via amateur video from people in places
directly affected, and news organizations around the world snapped up
amateur videos and photographs to incorporate into their coverage. As
the journalist chapters in this volume point out, most newsrooms today
have dedicated staff for sourcing and verifying uGgc, and amateur video
appears routinely in the output of most major news organizations.?
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A key tension surrounding the use of uGc is that the amateur images
are not recorded by journalists - they are not made for use in the news
stories in which they appear, and they are not made by the news organiz-
ations that use them. The origin of news content is no small matter when
its discursive value as “news” is being determined. In a historic period
defined in part by the proliferation of “fake news” and growing public
doubt about whether the news they watch is “real,” objectivity, news
value, and evidence are still essential to professional news organizations
if they hope to distinguish their output from entertainment, opinion,
propaganda, and marketing. The legitimacy of a news story, that is, its
discursive significance as “truth,” has long been grounded in journalistic
training that produces professionals taught to test information using
an objective method that corroborates information, relies on sources,
is intellectually fair-minded to the many sides of a story, and reduces
as much as possible the impact of the journalist’s own inherent biases
and opinions.* Objectivity, however battered that notion is, still sug-
gests a severability between subject/journalist and object/news that
de facto interpellates the audience in a similarly uninvolved way. In a
sense, the claim that the information in a news story is presented by
a trained journalist is a key part of the covenant between the audience
and traditional news organizations, even if that trust has broken down
considerably in the past two decades.’

My goal in this chapter, however, is not to unravel the philosophy
of “truth” behind news discourse; rather, it is to draw attention to the
importance of the journalist’s role as journalist in the production of news
and to what happens when that role is fulfilled by someone else. Content
produced within the workflows of a news organization by journalists is
assumed by audiences to have been produced using objective method-
ology to filter information in order to present verified (i.e., as verified
as possible) versions of the truth. By definition, uGc is not produced by
journalists and thus is not produced within this value framework. It can
be created for many reasons. Sometimes video is captured by a startled
bystander. The tragic images of George Floyd being assaulted by police
that proved one of the catalysts for accelerating and amplifying the Black
Lives Matter movement were recorded by a seventeen-year-old bystander
on her way to a nearby corner store. She saw Mr Floyd’s distress at being
detained by the police and “knew it wasn't right”® But as often as not,
especially in political crises, the bystander is there because they have
an interest in events. The ucc images of police assaulting protesters
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during the Arab Spring were often captured by fellow protesters. Images
of the Boxing Day tsunami damage were captured by residents in the
neighbourhoods where the flood waters were wreaking havoc. And
recent images of unrest in Iran over the death of Mahsa Amini at the
hands of state police are being gleaned from the social media accounts
of private citizens, who share their perspectives of events from within
the protesting crowds.” uGc emerges from a different set of ontological
conditions than traditional content created by journalists. If journalistic
methodologies play a role in the discursive significance of traditional
news content, what kinds of discursive significance, if any, are harboured
by the “methodologies” and contexts of amateur video?

One of the difficulties in assessing these kinds of questions is that
uac rarely if ever appears on its own. That is to say, most viewers only
ever encounter UGC in the context of a news story where a journalist
has placed it at the discursive service of a news narrative. ugc (in the
case of amateur video) is captioned by the news narrative within which
the amateur video appears. One of the primary questions put forward
in this chapter is, what is the discursive significance of amateur video
independent of the news narratives in which it is generally encountered?

The uGc I have chosen for my case study comes from coverage of the
Arab Spring of 2010-11, another relatively early example of sudden and
widespread use of amateur footage at a time when most newsrooms had
yet to develop standards and guidelines for handling ugc.® My corpus
is the amateur video used by the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation
(cBc) in news stories that appeared during its nightly 11 p.m. newscast
in the first 100 days of the uprising. The Arab Spring as a historical
event was key to UGC’s emergence as an important element in global
journalism. Its significance in coverage of the Arab Spring story was
undeniable, as was the volume of material available and journalists’ lack
of standardized procedures for handling ucc - something discussed
in chapter 7 of this volume. What emerged in the present study was
that — as distinct from traditional news narratives — amateur video during
the Arab Spring interpellated viewers as empathetic participants in the
scenes of upheaval recorded. In other words, the unique ontological
conditions out of which ugc emerged (i.e., distinct from the ontologies
of conventional journalism) had the potential to constitute engaged,
empathetic, and collectively oriented audiences in response to the events
depicted, an altogether different subjectivity from the passive, uninvolved
observer traditionally constituted through conventions of journalism.
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The Aesthetics of Unrest: Understanding the
Discursive Significance of Arab Spring UGC

The use of ugc (in particular, amateur video) by Western news outlets
during the Arab Spring has been widely studied - for its impact on
gendered participation in events,’ for the ways it imposed Westernized
ideas onto local conditions of media practice,” for the different and
unique ways news organizations handled ucc during the Arab Spring,"
as symptom and cause of changing journalistic practices,” for the ways
the creation of ugc was transformed by Western news outlets’ editorial
expectations,” for its role in supporting and extending Western ideo-
logical narratives implicit in some news reporting,' and for its role in
expanding global audiences for the Arab Spring movement through
established mass media outlets.” A particularly prevalent narrative of
analysis, especially in the West, has been to describe the Arab Spring
in terms of practices of unrest inextricably tied to social media.”® The
technological determinism that a “social media revolution” implies has
also been critiqued as a form of orientalism that occludes local and more
complex and longer-term efforts at collective action and organizing.”
The Arab Spring has attracted considerable attention from scholars
around the world.

But despite this attention, what has often been overlooked are
the video clips themselves separate from the analytic and polemic
narratives that accompany them. Just as televisual reports created by
journalists purport to reflect the world from within particular relations
(i.e., relations of trust between news organizations and audiences that
the narratives and analysis presented reflect accurate versions of reality
rather than special interests), it seems plausible that amateur video
clips might also perform unique discursive work. Or to phrase this as
a question: do the particular ontological conditions of amateur video
have any lingering effects on their discursive significance in excess of
those generated through conventional news values?

A few studies point in encouraging directions. The social media
sharing of ucc during the Arab Spring has been observed as both a
communicative tool for political organizing and as a “revolutionary
contagion” through regional and international (subsequently accessed
by local audiences) broadcast and circulation.”” But the discursive
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significance of the amateur footage itself and how exactly it made
revolution “contagious” in other regions is addressed only in passing,
the implication being that audiences seeing dissidence and repression
in a neighbouring state were inspired to be dissident locally. Even more
encouraging, in the study of a single ugc video clip from Libya during
the Arab Spring, Snowdon has argued that the aesthetics of that particu-
lar amateur video redistributed sensibilities of subjectivity - that they
instantiated “a certain dissolution of the self” and “refusal of individual
authorship,” which in turn presented a “collective audio-visual language,
a vernacular which exists to embody and project the desires and values
of the people on their own terms.”” In other words, the amateur video
in question, Snowdon argues, asserted not an individual subjectivity,
but an emergent collective subjectivity. This is the territory I want to
explore further in this chapter: how amateur images circulating in news
narratives affected subjectivities. If the images acted as a contagion for
revolution, how might we better understand the dynamics between
circulation of amateur video and interpellated subjectivities during the
Arab Spring? And how might we approach the discursive significance
and legitimacy of amateur video itself?

Photographic images in journalism hold a special, if controversial,
place in the making of meaning in discourses of news. Many thinkers
have commented on the role of text in reducing the complexities of
images. Roland Barthes interpreted the photograph as a “floating chain
of signifieds,” by which he meant a polysemic presentation of possi-
bilities for meaning, which only become fixed by language, a process
he called “anchorage” Accompanying text (or the caption) serves
to direct attention to some signs while ignoring others, serving what
Barthes described as a “repressive” function.” Messaris and Abraham
claim that images in news narratives have three distinctive (i.e., distinct
from text) qualities: their analogical quality, their indexicality, and
their lack of explicit propositional syntax.* A photograph’s indexical
qualities (i.e., the recording of actual physical light waves and thus
empirical link to the analogue world) make it easier for audiences to
overlook its human-made ontology; this indexicality imputes it with
a “closer to truth” quality than text, and its limited syntactic propos-
itions™ shift the burden of sense-making onto the viewer, whether they
know it or not. Historically, photography in journalism has served
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news narratives as icons, evidence, and sensation(al) (i.e., affective)
content.” This ambiguous status of images in the news as compared
to language has been described as a lingering form of iconoclasm, one
that shies away from the complexities of visual meaning.” Photographs,
Anden-Papadopoulos writes, “speak a language of their own. They
are complexly coded cultural artifacts that to some extent ‘place’ us
in specific viewing positions and convince us to see matters in a certain
way ... We consequently need to note the possibility of resistance of the
visual image to the dominant news narrative, and the potential of certain
persistent images to invade and even help reframe that narrative” In a
similar fashion, perhaps there are complexities being reduced in the
amateur video footage incorporated into news narratives that harbour
their own kinds of information - this is the central tension explored
in this chapter.

Methodology

To better understand the discursive significance of amateur images in
news outcomes, I examined amateur video that appeared on the cBcC’s
11 p.m. nightly news program during the first 100 days of the Arab
Spring.” In total, 665 seconds of amateur video appeared in thirty-two
different news stories covering events in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Syria,
and Yemen. A content analysis of these video clips was undertaken that
revealed the following categories of content depicted in the images:
46 per cent (of 665 seconds of video) showed images of crowds in
streets — crowds walking, running, chanting, milling in public spaces;
38 per cent showed images of bodies in some kind of trauma: injured
and wounded bodies, blood-covered bodies, people screaming in pain,
injured people being carried through the streets, and dead bodies; 8 per
cent showed conflict - people in conflict with other protesters, clashing
with the police and military forces, and throwing stones; and, finally,
6 per cent showed property damage, either happening in the moment
or as aftereffects — fires in the street, cars burning, buildings burning,
statues and posters being torn down, and so on. How best, then, to make
sense of events and images depicted in amateur footage that are then
circulated and made available for viewing through news narratives?
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Home Movies: An Insider’s Perspective

A unique feature of amateur video clips is their intimacy to events
depicted. They offer a kind of access usually only available to an insider,
someone already there and close to events. Another genre of moving
images that shares some of these attributes is home movies and home
video: people documenting their own lives and the lives of friends
and family with film and video. “Home video,” writes James Moran,
“closes the gap between production and reception. Its images may be
viewed ... while the event being recorded is still in progress, imbuing its
artifacts with a self-conscious reflexivity foregrounding the theatricality
inherent in the home mode”*® A “home mode” of mediation, Moran
argues, is less dependent on where a video is recorded (e.g., in the home,
at the beach, on vacation) than it is on the way mediation is used by
practitioners to “explore and negotiate the competing demands of their
public, communal, and private, personal identities.”*

Identity production is key here, as are the implications of identities
within relations of power. The home mode has been observed as a
resource for self-narrativizing, generational continuities, and articulating
ties to places and landscapes.*> Home movies have also been shown to
evidence relations of power shaping a time and place - for example,
the function of the nuclear family within the logics of capitalism, the
instrumentalization of leisure time, and bourgeois social reproduction.”
In this sense, home movies and videos have drawn legitimacy from
their role in service of wider social and ideological contexts. And as
this suggests, there may be contradictory forces at work in the home
mode: the intentions of users and how those intentions shape and are
(re)shaped by discourses in service of social reproduction.

Digital technologies in particular have destabilized structures of
privilege, affordability, and expertise that regulated amateur use
of home filmmaking practices. Among these destabilizing affordances
are the unique conditions of digital circulation and exhibition. Images
available for immediate exhibition can become a discursive resource
for self-reflexive exploration, and easy and wide circulation of digital
materials allows amateur video to communicate texts with wider groups
in ongoing processes of identity formation.* Digital exhibition and
circulation of home movies introduced what Rascaroli and colleagues
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describe as the “testimonial mode” of home movie making.* “The most
significant trait of the testimonial mode,” they write, “is that it requires
a fundamental evaluation of identity (who are you in bearing witness to
this event?), of doing (where were you at the moment of the events?),
and of truth, a truth for which the author of the testimonial is held
accountable* The “home mode” in this light has been and is being
irretrievably altered through new and emerging digital practices that
situate the recordings of intimate, subjective experiences in wider social
contexts. Of particular significance for the current discussion is the
observation that amateur video recording functions discursively in
complex ways, reflecting the legitimacies of hegemonic norms regulat-
ing social reproduction, articulating senses of self and identity in wider
social contexts, articulating senses of self in family and social contexts,
and as archival records of subjective experiences. As we will see, many if
not all of these discursive functions are reflected in the ugc produced
by participants and observers of the Arab Spring.

Eyewitness to Trauma:
Wounding the Body of National Identity

The discursive complexity of amateur video will of course be grounded
in part by the images recorded. As mentioned, the content of the ama-
teur images used by the cBc in the first 100 days of the Arab Spring
fell into three broad categories. The largest category of images (46 per
cent) was of crowds occupying public spaces in unusual and collective
ways, that is, of protesters gathering in the streets, chanting, and so
on. I will return to the significance of these kinds of images later on.
But for now, I want to focus on the second-largest category of images
(38 per cent), those of the human body experiencing or evidencing
physical trauma. (Together, bodies in public spaces [i.e., crowds] and
bodies in trauma made up 84 per cent of images, and if we include
images of conflict and people clashing as a kind of hybrid of the two,
these categories collectively account for 92 per cent of uGc imagery
in the corpus.)

Elaine Scarry in The Body in Pain argues that pain obliterates
language: “The moment language bodies forth the reality of pain,”
she writes, “it makes all further statements and interpretations seem
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ludicrous and inappropriate.”® This describes in a sense why images
of trauma can have such affective impact: as language becomes less
relevant, embodied understanding becomes more relevant. An image
of atrocity, write Wolf and Grindell, renders language unintelligible in
the sense that the photo cannot describe what is shown or interpret
it The image of a wounded body, says Gita Chandra, is witness to
an unutterable event. Images of trauma transcend in certain ways any
attempts to caption them.”

But amateur video of traumatized bodies introduces another layer —
perhaps “circuit” is a better metaphor - of discursive significance. In the
first instance, the amateur video creates a “permanent” visual record of
the traumatized body. In news discourse, this is often its evidentiary
value, as news narratives describe events and the visual images of ugc
provide the evidence for claims made about those events. But the
amateur video clips also record the act of witnessing.*® This speaks to
the unique ontology of uGC as a form of witnessing from outside the
professional contexts of journalism. Journalists are paid to be in close
proximity to news events, they choose to be there as part of professional
practice and privilege, and they are often accorded privileges of security
(from harassment, arrest, other legal repercussions, etc.) not accorded to
non-journalists caught up in an event.” But even with this, journalists
rarely get as close to events as the people who are involved in them. The
journalist remains an outsider; the amateur video maker is an insider,
first in terms of temporal and physical intimacy to events, but also often
in terms of social and cultural relationality. Amateur video makers,
certainly the ones in the Arab Spring, often have a direct relation to
the events being recorded. Amateur video clips of traumatized bodies
in this instance are an indelible record of someone seeing first-hand,
up-close damage done to people with whom the witness with a camera
has relations.

Holocaust researchers have identified three kinds of witnessing to
trauma: (1) first-person witness to one’s own trauma, (2) witness
to others’ testimonies about their trauma, and (3) witness to the
process of witnessing itself, or in other words, the self-reflexivity of a
researcher.* Curiously, witnessing the trauma of others is not explicitly
addressed in this typology; however, the fifth edition of the Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DsM-5) defines events that
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qualify as “traumatic” (i.e., direct trauma) as the experience of trauma
to an individual or their witnessing trauma as it occurs to others.* UGC
suggests the potential for a hybrid form of witnessing trauma: the record
of direct trauma to others (through the lens of the camera), and also a
self-reflexive gesture of making a record of witnessing.

Holocaust survivors who documented their experiences of trauma
often tried to ensure that their testimony would survive their own
demise - by burying diaries for imagined future audiences, scratching
messages in secret on prison walls, smuggling messages out of prisons
and labour camps, and so on.* Laub argues that this urge was more
than an urge to tell the stories; the process of telling became a survival
tactic, both during the war and after, for those who survived. “One
has to know one’s buried truth,” she writes, “in order to be able to live
one’s life”* We can imagine that the amateur videographers recording
traumas of protest during the Arab Spring were sharing in this task of
survival. As ones among many in an event that provoked trauma for
some, they helped with the task of ensuring that certain truths did not
remained buried.

This “shared” quality to the creation of ugc - the act of witnessing
the trauma of others and of ensuring that these experiences do not
remain buried (as Laub says) - is important, in fact central to under-
standing why uGc is so qualitatively different from images produced
by journalists, but more importantly to understanding uGc’s unique
ontological status as an act rooted in collective identity building. Trauma
has two structures of legitimacy, writes Hal Foster: the social context
producing the trauma, and its assumed authenticity as experience.*
In the case of wounded and dead bodies in amateur images from the
Arab Spring, the social context is a collective response to state author-
ity through embodiment in public spaces. The collective is asserting
transgression (of public norms), demands (for meaningful political
response), and a new collective identity (that encompasses alliances
with community members and a willingness to explicitly and physically
challenge authority). The articulation and instantiation of new collective
civic identities falls into what Bob Kurik describes as prefiguration of
subjectivities through protest, an embodied process of “constructing
alternative selves, decision-making processes, infrastructures, and
worlds, here and now”* Prefiguration is the political space created
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through protest out of which new subjectivities are expected to emerge.
Trauma in this context is collective trauma, which describes “a blow to
the basic tissues of social life that damages the bonds attaching people
together** The cell phone recorder has not been traumatized physically
like the bodies recorded, but shares with the bodies this experience
through proximity of collective appeal and co-presentation of new
shared civic demands. The traumatized body could have been theirs,
and in this sense, the images record injury to the collective sense of self.

In other work, I have examined how aesthetic experience can
shape discourse legitimacies.” One way aesthetic experience manifests
discursively is through a sense of belonging, an orientation to others
inherent in the construction of meaning that implies a particular range
of expectations and obligations. For example, the phrase “protesters in
the Arab Spring” implies a set of relations among a group of people
that includes some and excludes others, and within this group will
exist expectations and obligations of alliance, security, support, and
so on. The phrase “protesters in the Arab Spring” is not a simple fact,
but shorthand for a fluid set of relations. A sense of belonging is an
imprecise and subjective array of sensibilities to be sure, and especially
in a context in which the expectations and obligations are explicitly
being challenged; this is in part why a sense of belonging emerges as
a facet of discursive aesthetics.* It is precisely these relationships of
expectation and obligation - as among and between citizens and the
state — that come under assault in the kinds of public traumas witnessed
in amateur video. Collective trauma reflects the realization that the
communal body is under attack.

In his insightful and complex study of one particular amateur video
clip from the Libyan war mentioned earlier, Snowdon also suggests that
these kinds of emergent political subjectivities result from the aesthetics
of amateur video.* Using Jacques Ranciére’s approach to aesthetics as
a (re)distribution of the sensible, Snowdon argues that the discursive
significance of the amateur video lies in part in its aesthetic (re)organ-
ization of sensibilities. The amateur images recorded during the Arab
Spring reflect in part an aesthetics of no longer belonging to a certain
collective, a national identity, while at the same time - through the
act of recording/witnessing the trauma - also making claim to this
disruption and the damage the disruption has caused.
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National Identity as Abject:
Revealing the Horror of the Status Quo

The amateur video recorded during the Arab Spring as witness to the
rending of national identity, as described above, often depicts scenes
that are difficult to watch — images of protesters being run over, beaten,
sprayed with water cannon, tear gassed, and shot. What has been
observed and recorded are state forces trying to stop, render silent
and non-existent, eliminate something from the public spaces under
their authority. Julia Kristeva writes that stable identities depend on the
elimination of the perception of the abject, by which she means that
a coherent and whole identity depends on the elimination of those
elements that destabilize and contradict a unified sense of self.”* Kristeva
identifies these elements as the abject: as what fills us with a sense of
horror when perceived because of the threat of breakdown in meaning,
especially a sense of coherent identity/subjectivity. For example, the
horror and distaste most of us feel at the sight of what is inside our
bodies — the chaotic and uncontrollable messiness of fluids, internal
organs, slippery tissues, and so on - is the state of abjection in response
to these hidden parts of ourselves suddenly spilling out.” This separation
of controllable exterior and uncontrollable interior is necessary, Kristeva
argues, to maintain a “clean and proper body; ** that is, a docile and sub-
missive subject that won’t disturb “identity, system, order.””® The amateur
images of wounded, traumatized bodies reveal a number of ostensibly
hidden aspects of Egyptian, Libyan, Syrian, and Tunisian social reality.
One possibility is the foundation of violence to bodies on which these
societies have built senses of national identity: a requirement for civic
submissiveness at risk of physical punishment that belies the state’s
legitimacy as caretaker of the people. It might also reveal the violence
to individual bodies required to reinscribe alternative nationalisms,
new national identities. “The nation inscribes its needs and demands
on the body through national identities [and] senses of belonging in
nationhoods,” Elaine Scarry writes.** The goal presumably in recording
and witnessing national civic trauma such as that captured by amateurs
during the Arab Spring is in part to demonstrate the possibility and
presumably the urgency of rewriting the collective identity.

Benedict Anderson in Imagined Communities argued that nation-
states are created by shaping collective imaginations, which is a way
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of describing public sensibilities of belonging to a national culture.”
To the extent that these identities are adopted by members of the public,
the nation-state functions to achieve its aims. But when they are rejected,
as happened during the Arab Spring, the imagined community - and
what it means to belong to it — must be reimagined, and this reimagining
must be enacted by the stakeholders in the national project. John Di
Stefano suggests that the concept of a nation describes a performative
accumulation of citizens exploring “roles and relationships of belonging
and foreignness”*® Performances describe embodied gestures iterating
subjectivities of possibility within social relations, some complicit with
existing relations of power, some challenging them and possibly drawing
censure, a kind of regulating disapproval - or “policing,” as Judith Butler
puts it” — aimed at guiding stray performances back to accepted norms.
For marginalized groups, command and ownership of the body is often
the only real sense of power they direct.”® Social movements like the ones
enacted during the Arab Spring use their collective control over their
bodies to perform in different ways: enacting new forms of citizenship
and collectivity, a demand and rejection of limitations on where they
can be and with whom they can gather, stopping the routines of urban
life to declare and impose that something different is happening. “Bodies,
and subsequently identity;” writes Hohle, “are the effects not cause of
performance.”” The largest group of uGc images in the cBC’s first
100 days of coverage was of bodies (protesters) moving in large groups
in the street cheering and chanting, physically confronting police and
military, sometimes brandishing and shooting guns. The third-largest
group of images was of protesters vandalizing private or civic property.
In both kinds of image the performances are evidence of unconventional
behaviour challenging expectations of authority. “Social movements
attempt to overcome the limits imposed on the body by using and
manipulating civic norms,” Hohle writes.®® The amateur images record
the performances and in their circulation perform again the challenging
enactments of new civic identities.

A performance is defined, at least in part, by its anticipation of
publicity, that is, enactments for audiences. Social movements are public
events that in order to succeed require audiences that will be moved
to accept new relations, that is, audiences that will accept the new
relationalities and subjectivities being enacted.” In fact, the “success”
of a civic performance depends on the reintegration of performers
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with their audiences through symbolic message(s) that are understood
as both intended and received.® Social movements as performance
have at least three different kinds of audience wherein to seek their
success: within the social movement itself, within forces of opposition,
and within the general public.” In the case of the Arab Spring, social
movement bodies confronted the state, arguably its first audience. And
rather than integration, as we have seen in the amateur footage, it was a
violent rejection. Another way to think about these images of violence
and trauma is as a kind of unmasking of the brutal “policing” mechan-
isms - in the Butlerian sense — used to maintain civic identities within
accepted bounds. The performances of protesters were not successful
in the sense described, certainly not at first. They attracted the kind of
trauma that breaks bonds of social belonging. The bonds of belonging
as they break also break the bodies that have not conformed to the
expectations of, in this case, the state. The trauma of not belonging
can be read in the wounded and dead bodies of Arab Spring protesters
captured in amateur video.

That is the first audience. But who is the audience for the (video)
record of these traumas? This is where the idea of bearing witness
to witnessing trauma becomes so important. Photography mimics
the human experience of witness, but clearly photography and video
are not the same thing. Photography and by extension video extend
the duration of witnessing; witnessing is enabled to continue long
past the actual moment or event of witness. The act of witnessing is
objectified, after which all sorts of things can happen - for example, it
can be turned into a commodity, or circulated in places far and wide,
and certainly far away from where the original event took place. One of
the results of these kinds of media flows, certainly in a digital context,
is the constitution of new audiences. The objectification and circulation
of the act of witnessing new civic identities expressed in Arab Spring
amateur footage constituted an audience(s) other than the state. In a
sense, these acts of recording these performances were in anticipation
of the performance to the state failing to succeed, that is, failing to
reconcile protesters with the state in a shared sense of collective identity.

In summary, civic performances of protest enact new collective
identities, thereby revealing the abject, the (physical) horror on which
national identities depend for their stability. Participants in protests both
witness the traumatic events that unfold and sometimes record their
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acts of witness on mobile phones. These objectified acts of witnessing
trauma circulate far and wide through digital ecologies and in part
through the news narratives into which they are incorporated, and in
doing so constitute new audiences. But what about these audiences?
Or more specifically, what kinds of subjectivities are anticipated by the
amateur images of the civic abject?

Squirming Our Way to Engaged Subjects

The audiences for amateur video clips are geographically and temporally
removed from the events recorded (both from within nearby regional
contexts and beyond), yet they can still be deeply moved by the images.
Amateur images of wounded bodies present the traumatic process of
articulating new collective identities in all its abject unpleasantness.
These images, comprising 38 per cent of those studied, are the ones
that have the most affective impact - the images of bodies being shot,
run over, beaten, or torn open, the ones that shock us and make us
squirm. Jill Bennett describes the squirm of audiences to performances
of trauma as “the condition of continued participation, the sensation
that works with and against the deeper-level response, which on its
own is unbearable. The squirm lets us feel the image, but also maintain
a tension between self and image”* The squirm is what allows the
spectator to assimilate, perhaps endure, the abject. This allowance is
the foundation for what she calls “empathic vision,” a way of seeing that
evokes empathetic identification. Sophie Oliver argues that the squirm
is what can enable an audience to echo the trauma physically. Oliver,
too, is writing in a performing arts context, but her observations draw
attention to the significance of the body in spectatorship. The flinch
of an audience exposed to the abject “is an empathy in and of the
body that, as in the psychological definition of the term, suggests the
capacity to put oneself in the place of the other while always returning
to the self”® Another term used to describe the bodily responses of
spectators to performances of trauma is “kinesthetic empathy,” the
process by which “performance can give the effect of the trauma’s
presence” in an audience.® Kinesthetic empathy describes an echo of
trauma experienced in a spectator’s own body, and the spectator need
not be present physically; that is, affective and embodied echoes of
trauma can also manifest themselves in mediated audiences.” In fact,
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Auslander suggests that notions of “liveness” are better understood as
“built primarily around the audience’s affective experience”*® Our own
experiences watching film and television - the ways we flinch, squirm,
and startle, and all the other affective and embodied responses we have
to mediated texts — would seem to support such a thesis.

The voyeuristic potential of such sensation/al viewing has been
widely studied. Audiences can watch with fascination images of trauma
without experiencing moral culpability; audiences entertained by
the suffering of others rather than moved to action have been well
documented.” By contrast, ethical spectatorship suggests that viewers
understand their own relationality to the plight being witnessed and/
or are interpellated into collective responses to difficulties viewed.”

An ethical response to viewing trauma has been described in dif-
ferent ways. “Slow looking” describes opportunities that can arise for
new subjectivities to emerge in the dissonance of aesthetic ambiguity.”
“Empathic vision” similarly describes a response to aesthetic complex-
ities and contradictions that invites audiences to negotiate meaning
and value.”” And reflexivity or recursive viewing invites audiences to
take into account the implications of witnessing within larger historical
processes of privilege, power, and violence.” The squirm - kinesthetic
empathy - suggests a foundation and precursor for one of the ways
subjectivity can shift audiences from passive to active.

As other studies have suggested, mass media discourses, including
news outcomes, can act as hailing mechanisms for subjectivities — for
the production of racialized identities, gendered identities, civic and
national identities, ethnic identities, and so on.”* News discourses have
specifically been implicated in the production of passive forms of cit-
izenship either through the demonization of active participation in civic
events or by leaving citizen engagements out of the news altogether - in
other words, citizens solving the social and political problems depicted
in the news either are absent or are a problem to be corrected.” The
physiological flinching or squirming produced by ucc during the Arab
Spring did not, of course, in and of itself produce ethical spectatorship;
however, the empathic and engaged subjectivities being interpellated
through amateur images during the Arab Spring echoed exactly the
subject positions of the amateurs who produced the video, who were
engaged and active participants in the events depicted. In contradistinc-
tion to the passive and dissociated subjectivities traditionally associated
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with journalistic conventions of objectivity, whose subject-object orien-
tation is one of radical separation and deracination of the witness from
events, it seemed that uGc in the case of the Arab Spring harboured
a very different subjectivity altogether, one that not only depended on
the interconnection between observer and observed but also was rooted
in the kinds of ethical spectatorships that acknowledge proximity and
involvement with the traumas on display. ugc in such instances is
more than just hastily shot, relevant accidental visual content; it hails
an emergent condition of news values that encompass being witness to
events while actively engaging in them. To be informed in this setting
is to be involved.

Conclusion

The interpellation of an emergent engaged subjectivity is presumably - at
the very least — as plausible as its more commonly assumed opposite, the
interpellation of passive voyeurs. But what happens when the relations
of power shaping subject positions - or, perhaps more incisively, shap-
ing the conditions of possibility for subject positions — are challenged
through the interpellating process itself? The ucc images during the
Arab Spring reflected embodied performances of new subject relations
at great cost. As with home movies, the intimate recording of what
happened to fellow protesters mediates identity reflexively through the
public negotiation of private trauma. The body in pain is both public -
witnessed — and private in the sense that a body is being unspeakably
violated. The amateur videos of these events record the traumatized
body and acts of witnessing, which become objectified (through digital
technologies), opening uniquely mediated possibilities for circulation
and archiving. As with Holocaust survivors burying diaries of atrocities
witnessed, the archive of trauma emerges as an act of survival. Or to
say it differently, the act of witnessing trauma in such close proximity is
inextricably linked to the conditions of subjectivity of the witness and
her urge to record trauma as evidence to force accountability. It is a
distinctly political act, one that reflects or expresses an engagement with
events at great personal risk. What is being archived in these political
acts of engagement are emergent civic identities, which in turn evidence
a structure of violence perpetrated by the state on citizens inherent in
the status quo. As the images reveal, it is a gory process. Challenges to
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the status quo during the Arab Spring revealed the abject foundation of
civic identity. The ugc images that make us squirm - the bloody bodies,
the bodies trampled and run over, bodies falling to the ground - show
what cannot be shown under the old order, which is the foundation of
violence required to maintain the relations desired by the state.

But the images that make us squirm also reveal our own potential
for empathetic spectatorship. It is hard not to be horrified for the right
reasons when your vantage point is from within the group traumatized.
UGcC emerges from a sense of belonging, it is an insider’s perspective —
the proximities are obvious and in many ways defining of ugc and often
why uGc harbours such dramatic impact — so when one of our own, so
to speak, is traumatized, we are implicated. At least, the interpellation
of an engaged, proximal, and interconnected subjectivity is on offer,
and our flinching at the scenes before us suggests an embodied, if not
yet cognitive, willingness to join in.

We rarely encounter uGgc without caption, and the ugc in cBcC
coverage of the Arab Spring was no exception. In other work included
in this book (Chapter 7), I have examined the same corpus of amateur
video to better understand the discursive function of uGc in the context
of the news stories in which they appear. A close reading of the news
stories reveals that uGc clips woven into news narratives serve multiple
discursive functions, not least among which is in service of a variety of
narratives (see Chapter 7). The potential for new subjectivities described
in this chapter inherent in amateur video images must contend for
significance and relevance with the contextualizing narratives found in
the news stories in which they appear. The extent to which this kind of
civic interpellation is accessible to audiences, or the extent to which ucc
is handled in news production so as to mask or obscure these kinds of
civic potentials, remains an area in need of further study.
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User-Generated Content Narrates
#ForaTemer on Twitter

Patterns of Citizen Media as Users Document
an Anti-impeachment Protest in Brazil

MARCELO SANTOS

The pervasive recording of extraordinary events by people and organ-
izations outside the mainstream media industry has been an issue of
interest for a while now. Still, there are not many studies dedicated to
systematically gathering and analyzing empirical data on user-generated
content (UGC) as a source for understanding or narrating those events.

This chapter sets out to do so, based on a Twitter dataset from a
street protest in Brazil, following (and questioning) the controversial
impeachment of President Dilma Rousseff in August 2016. A lot has
happened in Brazilian politics since, but the relevance of the impeach-
ment process has only grown.' As for the street protests that took place at
that time, frequent accusations of mainstream media’s active role against
Rousseft during the impeachment process® — accusations that echoed
those made during the “Jornadas de Junho” protests in 2013° - could
help explain why citizens protesting the impeachment took matters
into their own hands and documented the demonstrations - it was to
prove that media accounts were unreliable. How accurate, though, can
a uGgc-based patchwork-like narrative be? Is uGc created, published,
and shared equally during different moments of a long protest, or do
distinctive patterns emerge? Finally, how relevant is ugc for the regular
user who is following a topic on Twitter — for instance, as it mingles
with mainstream media content as well as that of celebrities and public
figures, and even content created or amplified by bots and trolls, among
other sources?
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The Rise of UGC

The twentieth century was the pinnacle of broadcast mass media. After
the popularization of radio and television, respectively in the first and
second halves of the century, by the end of the century there were some
clear signs that massification was in crisis as the rise of cable Tv and
the first possibilities of the Internet as a platform for media channels
began to challenge traditional business models in the media as well as
mass-media consumption habits. Within a decade of its commercializ-
ation, the Internet went from a digital telecommunication network to a
publishing technology, to a media-rich environment massively occupied
by user-generated information systems, or uGIss.* In such systems —
blogs at first, and now the various social media platforms — users are
able to publish content without needing to know how to program. Such
user-friendly publishing platforms lower the technological barrier for
participation by users outside the mainstream media, who can then
populate the digital realm with self-generated, self-directed content, and
at the same time self-select the sources to which people are exposed.’

The catharsis that led to the wide cultural adoption of ugc, exem-
plified these days by the success of social media sites and/or apps like
Facebook and Twitter, is better explained by observing the different
drivers that facilitate or, better yet, trigger such social catharsis. Wunsch-
Vincent and Vickery claim there are four drivers that account for this
“rapid growth and pervasiveness” of ugc:*

1 Technological, such as increased broadband access, more powerful
technologies, and software to create and share content, including
for non-professional users. The result is the circulation of not
only more uGc but also more complex ugc (such as high-quality
photos, videos, and livestreams).

2 Social, such as the rise of the “digital natives” and a cultural
acceptance of the logics of expressing oneself and of sharing,
opening the possibility for more open and interactive platforms
for personal expression and for collaborative projects or com-
munity building through digital media and information and
communication technology (1cT) tools.
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3 Economic, referring to less expensive broadband access as well
as cheaper devices and software for producing, editing, and
distributing content, such as smart phones and business models
monetizing UGC.

4 Institutional, including new permissive licences such as creative
commons that allow for reuse or distribution of content and
specific licences for ugc-like content.

Croteau earlier pointed to many of the same factors as Wunsch-
Vincent and Vickery but also outlined other aspects that can be aligned
with the same general drivers: decentralized data distribution services
and the convergence of the pc and the TV, bringing the former to the
living room (technological driver); the growth of p1y culture among
young people (social driver); the growing accessibility of digital devices
to capture, create, and manipulate audio or imagery; and the emergence
of services that allow the distribution and promotion of self-produced
media content (economic driver).”

Van Dijck writes that the possibility of answering traditional media
in their own language is facilitated by low costs and ease of access to
digital technologies. He highlights the importance of uGc sites for
enhancing user engagement and agency: “a more important driver
is the many internet channels, particularly uGc sites, that allow for
do-it-yourself distribution”

Approaches to the definition and operationalization of uGc vary.
Moreover, its growth as a communicative practice embedded in con-
temporary society is not a technological phenomenon isolated from
other variables. The convergence of technological, technical, economic,
social, and institutional/legal drivers has created a fertile environment
for the expansion of uGc into digital media. Still, as the years pass
and the aforementioned drivers keep evolving, different possibilities
for instrumentalizing uGc have emerged as a result of the ongoing
domestication of the technologies, so as to allow for an even more
significant appropriation of the devices, which can lead to, for instance,
the creation of politically charged uGc - the sort that is the focus of
this chapter.®
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Taking Matters in One’s Own Hands:
The Value of Testimonial Tweets

What then is the value, if any, of ucc that documents extraordin-
ary events such as the protest against Rousseft’s impeachment? Is
there anything new to it? Chris Walton, a BBC journalist, offers his
view of what is and what is not new regarding uGc in the realm of
journalism: “The thing about user-generated content is that it’s not
new ... What's new is that it's coming very fast, instantaneously, and
the volume is absolutely huge and coming via devices like the Internet
and mobile phones™

But uGc is not confined to the realm of major media, such as the BBC.
Especially since the advent of social media platforms, the user behind
the creation of the content may as well be her own publisher, using a
regular user channel such as those provided by YouTube, Twitter, Face-
book, and so on, bypassing broadcast media. As Harrison and Barthel
contend, what is novel about “Web 2.0” is “the now-widespread recog-
nition and acknowledgement that users actively apply the affordances
of new technologies in the service of their own creative and instrumental
objectives” This highlights how non-savvy users can instrumentalize
digital media in these publishing environments.” Van Dijck explains
how the ability to respond empowers users, highlighting the relevance
of ugc distribution channels: “What is different in the digital era is that
users have better access to networked media, enabling them to ‘talk
back’ in the same multi-modal language that frames cultural products
formerly made exclusively in studios”*

This chapter discusses the creation and diffusion of ugc in the
context of political mobilization. uGcC’s capacity to “talk back” to main-
stream media is essential for understanding the impact of the users
who created content during the anti-impeachment protest in Brazil.
This case is especially relevant since it has been argued elsewhere that
participants’ main motivator for creating content during the protests
was perceived media bias, to which they were reacting.”

UGC can refer to content in areas such as tourism (e.g., hotel evalu-
ations) and sports (e.g., fan commentary), but ucc can also document
extraordinary events and, in so doing, offer an expressive relevance, in
that events are followed in real time. Mortensen refers to this sort of
UGC as “eyewitness images”; according to her, they “provide counter-
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narratives to officially sanctioned narratives.”** Bruns (2018) highlights
the role played by Twitter when acute events break out: “social media
(and here especially Twitter) are now without doubt the space where
acute events break first and are tracked in the greatest detail”™ The
immediacy allowed by Twitter creates a live and lively channel on which
users can broadcast and narrowcast competing accounts of events
that users are experiencing live. This chapter aims to shed some light
on whether this content is able to effectively narrate or even “counter-
narrate” an event.

Distinctive Traits of UGC

According to Polydoro, ucc’s “amateur aesthetics” hold an enhanced
perception of authenticity, “free from the plastic membrane of the spec-
tacular”' Its sense of freshness is based on an “emotional proximity””
as opposed to the aesthetics of professional journalism. Silverstone
refers to the latter as proper distance: “We [media] need to be close but
not too close, distant, but not too distant.”*® The powerful perception of
closeness, even obtrusiveness, contained in unconstructed, sometimes
even embodied, first-person uGc that documents an extraordinary
event creates an affective engagement that contrasts radically with the
coldness embedded in the proper distance of professionally produced
and institutionally disseminated media content.” Wahl-Jorgensen and
colleagues describe the value of uGc as perceived by news audiences: “It
adds drama, human emotion; it is seen as more ‘real’ and less ‘packaged,
providing different perspectives and insights on events.”*

The question of obtrusiveness and perceptions of uGc’s authenticity
become even more important in the case studied here, for three reasons:
(1) Brazil’s classic social institutions of liberal democracy, from polit-
ical parties to mainstream media, faced a severe crisis of legitimacy;”
(2) there was a historical distrust in Brazil’s national media systems,
which were perceived as having been “captured” by economic and/
or political elites,” along with a growing distrust since the controver-
sial media coverage of the 2013 protests in Brazil, widely evaluated as
biased;* and (3) there was sharply rising need for honest information
during Rousseft’s impeachment process in 2016.* In such a scenario
of extraordinary political crisis, alternative sources of information like
uac are likely to play an important role.
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As we will see in this chapter, it is predictable that users of uGc-
capable technology, be they journalists, activists, alternative media
collaborators, or ordinary citizens, can feel compelled to take representa-
tion into their own hands and document events of the kind that are
often ignored or criminalized by the mainstream media (i.e., protests).
As if all of these factors were not enough, on the day before the street
demonstration studied in this chapter, Brazilian president Michel Temer
in an interview on mainstream media — O Globo, the newspaper outlet
of Brazil’s main media group, Globo — minimized and disparaged the
protests that had been going on. He downplayed not only their relevance
but also their attendance figures, contending that “there were no more
than forty, fifty, one hundred people” As we will see, those “forty”
people definitely heard him.

Method
CASE: ROUSSEFF’S IMPEACHMENT

In 2016, Brazil was the site of political turmoil that to this day has
left scars on the country’s democratic skin, owing to growing polar-
ization.”® On 17 April of that year, an impeachment process against
President Rousseff of the left-wing Workers’” Party (pT), was supported
by the House of Representatives, sustained by an accusation that she
had mismanaged public finances. She would later be convicted and
impeached after an almost year-long judicial process; this paved the
way for her vice-president, centre-right politician Michel Temer, to
inherit her office, under myriad accusations of having conducted a
coup détat,” “parliamentary coup,”*® betrayal,” or, as Noam Chomsky
referred to it, a “soft coup.® The whole process deepened an ongoing
political crisis that in turn sparked a series of street protests in 2016,
both for and against the impeachment.

This chapter asks to what extent ugc created and disseminated
during an extraordinary street demonstration in Brazil on 4 Septem-
ber 2016 against Rousseff’s impeachment provided a comprehensive
account of the event. It was the first organized mass protest against the
president’s impeachment since her official ousting on 31 August, a few
days earlier. The case studied is relevant for answering such a question
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since there were multiple accusations of media bias: van Dijk detected
a different treatment by each of the political poles and concluded that a
“massive manipulation” had taken place.” Both analysts and citizen
activists perceived that the media had criminalized the protests when
they did not simply ignore them, and this did much to drive participants
to document and disseminate uGc of the protests on Twitter.”*

This chapter also explores the different patterns of ugc creation and
dissemination during different stages of the protest, given that various
external factors mediated the creation of uGc, such as daylight, police
brutality, landscapes, landmarks, and so on. Furthermore, this chapter
tests the correlation between uGc creation and dissemination on Twitter
and the total tweets in the selected dataset, in order to explore the
possibility that ucc helped set the agenda for the conversation around
the #ForaTemer hashtag.

DATA: TWITTER AS A SOURCE

UGC is present in many different forms and on many different plat-
forms. This study relies on Twitter as its sole entry point for data, for
many reasons. It was chosen because of how its characteristics fit the
needs of the research, such as its quality of being an “event-following
tool”* Bail highlights the importance of Twitter as a source of data in
a natural environment, which for this research implies a better quality
of analysis when examining spontaneous UGcC creation: “it is natur-
ally occurring - unlike survey research or cross-sectional qualitative
interviews — and therefore critical to understanding the evolution of
meaning structures in situ”** In fact, the content used in this research
was mostly generated spontaneously, without any sort of prompting,
except perhaps for activists, public figures, and alternative media
present at the protest, who did plan to document their participation
as part of their professional activity or public political commitment.
Additionally, Bruns and Stieglitz state that “large amounts of data
might be used to better understand issues or events retrospectively, detect
issues or events at an early stage, or even to predict certain real-world
developments,” a process applied to the present case, analyzed retro-
spectively. Risse and colleagues also defend Twitter’s value as a source:
“As a side effect of its active and pervasive usage, Twitter documents
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contemporary society in rich detail. Tweets give valuable insights into
individuals, groups, and organisations, and enable an understanding
of the public perception of events, people, products, or companies,
including the flow of information”*

Bail also refers to the “real time” characteristics of Twitter, which
for this research is paramount, as it means to assess to what extent ugc
on Twitter can be said to tell the story of the event in real time. In the
same vein, Bruns points out the perceived immediacy of Twitter — that
is, its lack of mediation - arguing that more than 95 per cent of its
accounts are public, which means that the flows of information are
more direct and publicly accessible than those offered by Facebook, for
example, on which the processes of breaking news “are relatively slower
[than on Twitter] and take more circuitous routes.”” This chapter aims
to empirically apply these assertions as to evaluate to what extent they
are also accurate for ugc published on Twitter.

DATA COLLECTION AND CONTENT ANALYSIS

The data used in the analysis were obtained ex-post from Sifter.*® Two
criteria were adopted to build the dataset: (1) time, which here meant
between 4:30 p.m. and 11:30 p.m., local time, on 4 September 2016; and
(2) adoption of #ForaTemer, the main hashtag used during the protests.
The initial dataset of 52,554 tweets was then processed and screened with
the analytics software Tableau® in order to select only original tweets
(not retweets or quoted tweets) with media content (images, videos,
URLS, etc.) for content analysis.

The context of the images was verified by the author using
various digital forensics techniques: (1) geo-checking content with geo-
referenced images from Google Street View, street signs (as
“Av. Rebougas/Pinheiros”), and previously known landmarks, such as
buildings, as well as the tunnel entrance that played a significant part
in the day’s events; (2) identifying commonalities such as signs, flags,
and the like; (3) checking the daylight conditions according to the hour
in that place at that time (almost dark, in this case); and (4) checking
other content from the user, including available biography and links.
Nevertheless, it should be noted that when an abundance of imagery
has been produced by a crowd, it becomes much easier to verify the
content by superimposing the group of images as a sort of patchwork.
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#FORATEMER

A hashtag on Twitter works as an aggregator of content, making it
possible to create — intentionally or not — ad hoc publics: “Twitter’s
user-generated system of hashtags condenses such processes [emerging
issues and acute events] to an instant, and its issue publics can indeed
form virtually ad hoc, the moment they are needed.”* At the same
time its adoption can be considered as a performative statement with
political intent:

including a hashtag in one’s tweets signals a wish to take part in a
wider communicative process, potentially with anyone interested
in the same topic. Where used in such a way, hashtags can aid
the rapid assembly of ad hoc issue publics (Bruns & Burgess,
2011b), especially also in response to breaking news or other sudden
developments ... tweeting to a topical hashtag resembles a speech
at a public gathering — a protest rally, an ad hoc assembly - of
participants who do not necessarily know each other, but have
been brought together by a shared theme, interest, or concern.*

It must be acknowledged that we use Twitter as the only data source.
It offers a dataset around a hashtag deemed to be relevant to our case.
Such an approach has limitations in terms of representativeness, given
that a hashtag is not a fair representation of what happens on Twitter,
and Twitter is not a robust representation of what happens around an
event. These limitations, though, do not affect the main purpose of this
chapter, which is to explore a set of data as an alternative means of telling
a story about an acute social event. The hashtag, in this instance, adds a
common nexus to the narrative of users who were likely previously
unknown to one another.

CONTENT ANALYSIS

This research aims to shed some light on the patterns of creation and
diffusion of testimonial media content published on Twitter, which
we will refer to as testimonial tweets. To perform the present analysis,
three criteria were applied to testimonial tweets, within the previously
defined initial dataset:
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1 Content must be original. Retweets and replies were
therefore excluded.

2 Tweets must contain media. This is based on the assumption that
media content (mainly video and photographs) has a more power-
ful ability to represent the event since it holds an inevitable physical
connection to the event.” Thus, text-only tweets were discarded.

3 Content must be testimonial - that is, refer to the event at hand,
not to past events or other issues — and be supported by the
above-described digital forensics techniques.

After performing the above-described coding process, the data were
analyzed on their own merits and then folded back into the original
complete dataset to assess the role its content played within the whole
conversation around #ForaTemer.

Results and Discussion
UGC NARRATES #FORATEMER

The first research question examines the extent to which uGc can be
relied upon as a valid depiction of the event. An important charac-
teristic of Twitter is its real-time affordance, which is both technically
allowed for and culturally expected. At the same time, uGc is hard to
verify, and social media have been overwhelmed by misinformation and
manipulative content.* Even so, this research found just one relevant
example of disinformation, which will be addressed below.

The timeline in figure 10.1 tells the story of the protest through the
lenses of testimonial content on Twitter, depicting each stage of the pro-
test during the period at hand. The individual contents are as follows:

1 16:30. The first testimonial content of the dataset shows the
gathering stage, when people got together prior to the march. The
meeting point is MASP (the Sdo Paulo Art Museum), an iconic
building and traditional meeting point for protests.

2 18:03. First accounts of marching, at twilight. People “walking,’
according to the tweet’s author. In the dataset, this was the first
testimonial account of people moving toward Largo da Batata,
where the final act would take place.
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3 19:16. A very popular tweet shows people using mobile phones
as flashlights after a blackout in a tunnel through which they
are walking. The National Students Union (UNE), among others,
would use this image to falsely accuse the state government of
intentionally sabotaging the demonstration.

4 19:32. Peak minute of testimonial tweets (total of eighty). A major
contributor was Midia N1NyA,* which published almost half the
testimonial content that was tweeted or retweeted during the
period. The depicted example was the most retweeted content at
that precise minute (twelve times).

5 20:14. Testimonial tweets show that there were speeches for
at least half an hour (19:45-20:15) after the march ended. The
original plan was to end the protest at 20:30. This picture focuses
on one of most important social movement leaders of the protest,
Guilherme Boulos, from MTsT,* later a presidential candidate for
the leftist party psoL in the 2018 national elections.

6 21:09. From 20:51 on, according to the data, there is various
testimonial evidence of excessive use of tear gas by police in
closed places like bars, the subway (see photograph), and other
places, even though there are no reports of mob violence or any
other signs of a citizen-sparked riot.

7 22:21-22:30: Seven posts in nine minutes, with different lighting
conditions, by the same user, These are examples of a demonstra-
tor arriving home and publishing her perspective of the protest,
engaging in conversation through #ForaTemer. This is a kind of
asynchronous mediated form of protest I have called the stage of
mediated conversation.

When compared with the real-time documentation by the main
media outlet in Brazil, Globo, on its digital news outlet G1,* there
seem to be enough similarities to validate the crowd-sourced depiction
of the event. Table 10.1 compares some key moments as depicted by
both sources.

G1 did not rely on uGc, for it had people on the ground as well as
helicopter images from the event. It published information on its website
in a special section called “Real Time” (which emulates the Twitter
timeline); some of this content was replicated on Twitter. It seems that
content published on Twitter is automatically redirected to G1’s website
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Figure 10.1  This diagram depicts how citizenry portrayed the events on a near
real-time basis up to its end, when some of the users publish their images in an
all-in-one format, supposedly after getting home. The top line are testimonial
tweets while the bottom line are the total tweets within the dataset for the
period. Source: Author with images from Twitter.

but not the other way around. An analysis of G1’s coverage of the event
does not seem to corroborate the suggestion that it was biased; indeed,
the major complaints tended to be directed at TV news and printed
press, as widely documented by scholars.” Such appreciation, though,
is beyond the scope of this research.
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Table 10.1  Comparative of testimonial tweets against mainstream media

Key event Testimonial G1 live coverage
tweets

Protesters start to move towards destination 18:03 18:00

Entering Av. Rebougas 18:41 18:40

Final act 19:45-20:50 19:46-20:33

Police hostility and tear gas thrown into the crowd  20:51 20h49

Source: Author with data from Twitter and G1.

There was a clear intent by some users to respond to or counter the
mainstream media through testimonial tweets. That intent extended
to the mainstream coverage of the former president Temer, provoked
by the above-mentioned interview in which he had downplayed the
relevance and the attendance of the protests.* This suggests two things:
first, the mainstream media are a prominent agenda setter. Even as
technology enables the creation of original, independent content,
between 7 and 8 per cent of the content created and retweeted, and
of the testimonial media content created, contained some reference
to the president’s “40 people protest” statement. Also, it showed that
people took matters into their own hands and used interactive media
to, as Wolton proposes, “negotiate” the meaning and even the validity
of the mainstream media narrative, to assess public spokespersons,*
and to dispute the meaning of political events.” It seems, though, that
magnifying the effects of such engagement, even within Twitter, does
not come easy for ordinary people.”

As we will see, some moments of the protest were more attractive for
Twitter users to record and share, but all of the relevant episodes were
documented to some extent. Still, the story the testimonial tweets tell
about the event, when contrasted with eyewitness accounts and media
reports, seems rather accurate.”” A lot of uGc is created during an event
like this, and when looking at it in sequence, a swarm-like thread is
found to connect it all.

From a digital forensics perspective, though, uGc could turn out
to be problematic, due to what Mortensen calls “decontextualization,”
which is one trait of eyewitness images. According to Mortensen,
“information about the producers as well as the depicted individuals,
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Figure 10.2 Irony in the tweet that references the previous
day’s president interview: “I'm guessing there’s more than
40 people”

circumstances, locations, etc., is frequently neither volunteered nor
easily available through journalistic research.”** Nevertheless, this work
shows that when media content abounds, social media may become the
canvas for a patchwork of fragmented images that validate themselves
through repetition rather than unity, as a result of the persistence of
the crowd rather than the verification of experts. Figure 10.3 illustrates
this phenomenon with a highly documented moment of the protest,
when people were marching through the tunnel connecting two of the
most important streets in Sao Paulo: Avenida Paulista and Avenida
Rebougas. The constructed image is an attempt to superimpose the
flow of images that pop up on Twitter’s timeline when such an event
happens and (1) is documented by different users, (2) is shared on a
quasi-real-time basis on a common channel, such as Twitter, and (3) is
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Figure 10.3 Patchwork of uGc perspectives over one scene during a lapse of
around 30 minutes.
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shared under a socio-technical aggregator, such as #ForaTemer, which
acts as the nexus connecting the content, thus creating an illustrated
“ad hoc public**

STAGES OF THE PROTEST

The protest lasted roughly seven hours (4:30 p.m.-11:30 p.m.), with
different dynamics taking place during those hours. Tilly says that
although there are no “universal forms” for collective action, it “usually
takes well-defined forms already familiar to the participants”; this refers
to his well-known concept of a repertoire of collective action.” At the
same time, the forms that street demonstrations take depend invariably
on context.*®

The seven hours of the protest’s dataset were mapped onto five stages,
based on media reports, interviews, qualitative analysis of the data,
and, especially, the testimonial tweets.” The intention here is not to
generalize for other demonstrations; the focus is solely on this particular
protest. The goal is to develop insight into how these different stages
reflect different patterns of creation of testimonial content. The stages
are (1) gathering, (2) the march, (3) the final act, (4) the repression, and
(5) mediated conversation. Table 10.2 sums up the descriptive data for
each of these stages within the analyzed dataset, distinguishing testi-
monial from non-testimonial tweets. Although more testimonial content
per minute was created during the gathering (2.8) and march(2.6) stages
than during the repression stage (1.1), the testimonial tweets during this
repression stage are the most retweeted, with an average 22.6 retweets
per tweet. This contradicts evidence regarding patterns of the
retweeting of media news content, for which depictions of conflict are
less shared not only on Twitter but also on Facebook.*® This suggests
that ugc testimonials of repression mobilize users in a different way
than mainstream media news.

Figure 10.4 shows the timeline for the total number of testimonial
tweets published during the analyzed period, as per the classification of
stages proposed. One of the key takeaways here relates to the peak within
the march stage, particularly between 19:15 and 19:45 or thereabouts.
That was precisely when the protesters were passing through the tunnel.
The echo of the chants inside the tunnel, the darkness versus the mobile
phone lights illuminating the tunnel (see figure 10.5), and the framing of
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Figure 10.4 Testimonial tweets’ reach (i.e., including retweets) per stages of the
protest over time.

Figure 10.5 Picture taken during the protest while crossing the lightless tunnel.
Source: Midia NINJA, Twitter.
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Figure 10.6  Original versus total tweets per stage

the crowd from above, among other features, were strong simultaneous
aesthetic and emotional elements that seem to have engaged both the
content creators and the audience.

Figure 10.6 displays the differences in patterns of original creation of
testimonial content versus other original content (left side of the graph)
and the same difference in the amount of testimonial content within the
whole of the data, including retweets (right side of the graph). Although
all the testimonial content is relatively diffused across the stages, the
second stage, the march, features a noticeably higher amount of content
in the conversation around #ForaTemer during the period of time it
covers, jumping from 8 per cent (original content) to 31 per cent (total
tweets), an almost fourfold difference.
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Figure 10.7 Number of tweets (original x total) per minute per stage
of protest
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Figure 10.8 Number of testimonial tweets (original x total) per
minute per stage of protest

Figure 10.7 shows the number of original and total tweets created
per minute* for #ForaTemer during the period analyzed, divided into
the stages identified earlier. Total activity grew through the final act
(figure 10.7), but there was also a lot of activity during the repression stage.

Analyzing only the testimonial tweets (figure 10.8), it seems that the
stage that encouraged this kind of content was the march. Such data
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Figure 10.10 Correlation coefficient per stage of protest

could be linked to the time of day, to the aesthetic images of the crowd,
or to the impulse to contradict biased information by the media and the
words of the president, who belittled the protest (as discussed earlier).

Looking at the normalized correlation (figure 10.9) as divided by
stage (figure 10.10), we see some important differences that help explain
the general curve variations in the creation of testimonial content. Curve
correlation is medium to high in the beginning and diminishes as time
passes and the stages of protest advance. This could be interpreted as
the agenda of the conversation tagged with #ForaTemer becoming less
related to the testimonial content being created the later the content
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is posted (below 0.3 means there is no linear relationship, as during
the final act and mediated conversation stages). That trend is broken,
though, by the stage of repression: it seems that, as would be expected,
testimonial content of police brutality attracts attention, and its creation
and publication correlates more closely with the trends in general con-
versation around #ForaTemer, generating a weak to moderate positive
relationship (0.393).

The final stage, mediated conversations, displays a slightly negative
indicator that points to the absence of correlation between the two curves
during this last period. Since the retweeting rates are still relatively
high during this period (17.9 retweets per tweet), it is more probable
that the trend reflects that the testimonial content has less relevance
to the whole conversation. This perhaps suggests that it is important,
on Twitter, to publish content immediately instead of afterwards, and
that the protest itself focuses conversation around #ForaTemer as night
falls and people return to their homes. Also evident in figures 10.4 and
10.10 is the counter-tendency triggered by the repression stage: it seems
that the trend of testimonial content creation was steadily going down
when police brutality caused it to spike back for about half an hour.

Conclusion

This research points to the possibility of using uGc as a potentially reli-
able alternative to broadcast media for documenting and even following
large and extraordinary events in real-time. The method developed to
identify testimonial tweets seems to generate a coherent and numerous
enough set of content to do so. The motivation to create this kind of
content is pivotal to the generation of enough testimonial tweets, as its
legitimacy comes mainly from abundance, not from expert validation
or selection. In other words, your knowledge of the event would not
be very different if you followed “real time” coverage by, in this case,
either the mainstream outlet G1 or the testimonial tweets tagged with
#ForaTemer on Twitter. In the case at hand, the trigger was a generalized
perception of media bias regarding the coverage of previous protests
by Rousseff’s sympathizers, boosted by a mainstream media interview
with the president in which he offered an infamous and inaccurate
account of the protests.
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Note well that a certain set of conditions must be present to enable
the documentation of extraordinary events in the form of uGc. In
terms of this case study, when police conducted repressive measures,
it was Midia NINJA, an emerging digital alternative media outlet with
a strong prsence on Twitter and Facebook, that documented what
was happening, instead of ordinary people, since the media outlet was
equipped to face the intensity of tear gas and other collateral violence
of institutional repression against street demonstrations.

It is clear that even within one event, there are different triggers
for the creation and diffusion of ugc. The data analyzed suggest that
different stages of the protest presented different patterns of creation and
dissemination (as measured by average retweeting and percentage of
testimonial content within the whole dataset, for instance). Testimonial
tweets accounting for the event were more or less relevant within the
whole conversation according to different stages and hours of the day.
There are some likely reasons for this: on the one hand, contextual
factors such as the landscape, acoustics, architecture, and time of day
(lighting conditions) may work as catalysts for ugc creation; on the
other, the competition for audiences’ attention with other activities,
as Sunday evening, begins. Also, perhaps the nearly live tweets were
perceived as more relevant compared to tweets of the lived experience
that were posted a few hours later, in the aftermath of the protest.

The interplay between news media and social media is evidenced
in this study in some respects. First, the main news media outlet in
Brazil used both Twitter and its own platform in an integrated way, but
privileged its own. Also, when we compare the traditional journalistic
account of the event and the collective fragmented account of testi-
monial tweets, the timeline is surprisingly similar. Finally, mainstream
media’s influence as a motivating factor for content creation is clear;
note the high volume of content responding to the news published one
night before the event: the “40 people protest.”

There are a number of limitations to the interpretation of the results,
however, as Twitter is not representative of all of the Brazilian popula-
tion, nor of the entire constituency of the protest. Moreover, one single
hashtag is far from producing the perfect sample with which to analyze
the content and reach definitive conclusions. Further work could take
as a starting point a more comprehensive dataset around a topic, with
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sets of keywords and hashtags to validate whether the patterns observed
repeat or differ. Still, the analysis does shed some light on ways that ucc
may serve social sciences, journalism, and even ordinary users: social
media can act as a source of this content and as a channel on which
to publish self-created content documenting an extraordinary event.
Although the impact of such publication is obviously more limited for
those with fewer followers, the patchwork of fragmented uGc images
adds up to a mosaic with different angles, which not only increases
the chances of general users stumbling upon similar content but also
simultaneously delivers different angles and allows for easier verification
by professional journalists, as well as by other users.

Note, however, that there are a (growing) number of problems related
to such practice, such as disinformation, automated or semi-automated
networks of bots and trolls that create or amplify news, the challenges
of verifying and contextualizing content, and so on. All of these must
be considered when designing uGc research or adopting it as a source
for narrating events. Still, there is no doubt about the potential value
of uGc as a complementary communicative practice for documenting
events and providing an alternative registry to compare to or even
confront traditional media accounts, especially when the “what” or
“where” being depicted could be biased.
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Notes

The impeachment process, as we will see, has been interpreted by many
scholars as a coup détat. It was followed by other important landmarks

in recent Brazilian political history - first and foremost, the allegedly
politically motivated arrest of ex-President Lula da Silva, which restrained
him from running for president in 2018. It could be argued that this was a
key event that set the conditions for the election of radical right politician
Jair Bolsonaro that year. For an account of these events, refer to Santos and
Guarnieri, “From Protest”; Conci. “Lula’; and Avritzer, “Péndulo”
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Harrison and Barthel, “Wielding,” 161; emphasis added.
J. van Dijck, “Users,” 43-4.
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Polydoro, Videos Amadores, 29. For more on the aesthetics of uGc,
see chapters 7 (Lithgow and Martin) and 9 (Lithgow).
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Pantti, “Getting closer?”
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30 September 2018, and Twitter Firehose also is no longer available. Instead,
Twitter offers a “Premium” API connection for commercial partners.
Tableau Desktop is a commercial software (www.tableu.com) that defines
itself as a “business intelligence and analytics” tool.

Bruns and Burgess, “Use of Twitter Hashtags,” 7.

Bruns and Moe, “Structural Layers,” 18; emphasis added.

Though there are obvious interpretive dimensions to the audio, visual, or
audiovisual creation of content (such as intentional framing), whenever they
are verifiable, they are intrinsically connected to the depicted event, whereas
a textual description depends heavily on the reputation of the author. In

the words of Barthes, Lo obvio, the photo is an “iconic uncoded message”
(34, my translation), more purely denotative than a text, which relies heavily
on connotation — that is, symbolism and code.

Wardle and Derakhshan, “Information Disorder”; Bastos and Mercea, “The
Brexit Botnet”

Midia NINJA is an alternative activist media. Its acronym stands for
“Independent Narratives, Journalism, and Action” in its Portuguese acronym.
MTST stands for Movimento dos Trabalhadores sem Teto (Roofless Workers
Movement), an important social organization that fights for the habitational
rights of roofless city workers, more or less the urban parallel with much
more famous rural MsT landless movement.

Retrieved from http://g1.globo.com/sao-paulo/ao-vivo/2016/protestos-
em-sp.html on 20 November 2020.

See Albuquerque, “Protecting democracy”; T. van Dijk, “Globo Media”; and
Damgaard, “Cascading”

Oswald, “Na China.”

Wolton, Informar.

De Moraes, A batalha da midia.

Santos, From Testimony.

Santos, “Testimonial Tweeting””

Mortensen, “Conflictual,” 541.

Bruns and Burgess, “Use of Twitter Hashtags”

Tilly, “From Mobilization,” 51.

van Stekelenburg, Klandermans, and Van Dijk, “Context Matters.”

Santos, “Testimonial Tweeting”

Valenzuela et al., “Behavioral Effects”

This was done to normalize activity over time since the duration of stages
was not uniform.
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Making Room for Citizen
Journalism against
User-Generated Content

Situating South Korea’s OhmyNews
in the History of Journalism

INKYU KANG

Citizen journalism is a contested concept. Some have welcomed the idea
of swinging open the door of journalism to everybody, hailing it as a
“democratization of media” or “democratic journalism”" A majority of
people with a journalism background, however, have expressed serious
concerns about citizen journalism. Samuel Freedman has denounced it
as an “attempt to degrade, even to disenfranchise journalism.* David
Hazinski has dismissed the possibility of citizen journalism, stating that
“it really isn’t journalism at all.”*> He even argues that the practice of
citizen journalism needs to be regulated, citing “the strong probability
of fraud and abuse.” And this negative view of citizen journalism is not
limited to professional journalists. Entrepreneur and author Andrew
Keen has painted an equally unflattering picture of citizen journalists:*
“Most amateur journalists are wannabe Matt Drudges — a pajama army
of mostly anonymous, self-referential writers who exist not to report
news but to spread gossip, sensationalize political scandal, display
embarrassing photos of public figures, and link to stories on imaginative
topics such as UFO sightings or 9/11 conspiracy theories”

More than two decades have passed since Web-based citizen
journalism began to take root, but perceptions of it have not signifi-
cantly improved, as evinced by recent studies. When asked to describe
citizen journalists, the answers given by the largest percentage of
mainstream journalists focused on their “lack of training” They see
citizen journalists as “non-trained members contributing information ...
without regard to the accuracy and fairness of their contributions.” In
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the same vein, the news editors who participated in the survey defined
citizen journalism in terms of “opinion” and “bias.” They perceive citizen
journalism as “typically inaccurate info from misinformed people who
write based on their opinions” If citizen journalism means inaccurate
information provided by misinformed people, then it is the opposite
of journalism.

Quite a few media scholars have a similar attitude. Molina and her
colleagues, for example, set citizen journalism against “real news.”” In
their search for ways to detect problematic content through machine
learning, the authors categorize citizen journalism as “fake news,”
bundling it with false news, polarized content, satire, misreporting,
commentary, and efforts to persuade. Their categorization is part of
an apparent attempt to amplify the reliability and credibility of news
sources rather than disparage non-traditional form of journalism; this
approach, however, reveals the generalized assumption that citizen
journalism is not “real journalism.” Citizen journalism has yet to earn
a legitimate place in journalism, although it has been discussed exten-
sively and passionately for years.

A review of the literature reveals that the unbridgeable disagreement
derives not only from different attitudes toward the changing role of cit-
izens in journalism but also from the lack of a working definition of
citizen journalism. For all the dramatic responses mentioned above,
the concept lacks a consistent definition. For this reason, its theoretical
boundaries have yet to be delineated, and this has added to the confu-
sion and controversy.® The term “citizen journalism” is applied to wildly
different practices, from the uploading of unedited video footage, to
crudely crafted pseudo-reporting, and even to quality journalism in
its fullest sense. For Freedman, citizen journalism is synonymous with
uploading “raw material” to websites like YouTube.” Fred Brown equates
citizen journalism with blogging, which he thinks consists at best of
“finding the flaws in others’ information,” in contrast to traditional
journalism, which finds and reports “new, accurate information.”

More recently, citizen journalism has been associated with social
media. Lynn Clark and Regina Marchi, for instance, view “mediated
storytelling” through social media as “citizen journalism”" They
define citizen journalism broadly to include “socializing practices”
such as “sharing links to humorous political satire and commentary”
as well as “videos or photos of the events unfolding around them?”
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They investigate what they call “youth citizen journalism” in a positive
light, but this conceptualization misses a key aspect of journalism:
verification.” It would be a fatal omission to ignore this fundamental
journalistic filtering process, which is “what separates journalism from
entertainment, propaganda, fiction, or art”®

Contrary to conventional wisdom, citizen journalism has always
taken seriously the core values of journalism, such as accuracy, reliabil-
ity, and independence. OhmyNews, which spearheaded Internet-based
participatory journalism, has been fact-checking all of its stories before
publication since its launch in 2000. OhmyNewss citizen reporters work
closely with the professional editorial staft and indeed are required to
abide by the organization’s code of ethics and journalistic standards.
Many critiques amount to straw man arguments by failing to consider
journalistic integrity — a crucial aspect of citizen journalism - and this
has resulted, unfortunately, in a missed opportunity for a construct-
ive discussion of a potentially beneficial way to practise journalism.
Citizen journalism can help address the issue of relevance, which
has been pointed out as one of the most significant problems facing
journalism today.

A common mistake in these discussions is to examine citizen
journalism in terms of “user-generated content” (UGc) or “Web 2.0
A notable example is a 2007 report by the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (0EcD), which defines citizen jour-
nalism as a type of user-created content (ucc)." Even recent studies
routinely conceptualize citizen journalism along the same lines, defin-
ing it as “uGc,” “user-submitted stories (Uss)” or the “new genre of
user-generated content.” If that were accurate, then citizen journalism
could include any type of content, regardless of quality, as long as it
had been generated by non-professionals. Is it fair to criticize citizen
journalism for its inaccuracies after defining it so broadly and vaguely
and without any regard for accuracy?

To construe uGc as a technology-oriented business discourse is to
ignore the elements of truth, intention, morality, and social responsibility
that constitute the essence of journalism. By ignoring the fundamental
tenets of journalism, those using the language of uGc have reinforced
misunderstandings of citizen journalism.” This chapter explores the
possibility of developing citizen journalism into a public forum “by

»17

and of the people, rather than merely for the people:
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The Public Sphere, Journalism, and “Pointless Babbling”

Journalism plays a fundamental role in democracy, which depends on
deliberation. An independent press is an integral part of public debate;
without an accurate understanding of what is happening around us, we,
the public, cannot make informed decisions about issues that matter.
In the nineteenth century the emergence of a powerful, profit-driven,
entertainment-focused media system started undermining public
debate.”® The media became unrepresentative and non-participatory
(Curran 1991).” Jirgen Habermas, who conceptualized the public
sphere, wrote: “By ‘the public sphere’ we mean first of all a realm of
our social life in which something approaching public opinion can be
formed. Access is guaranteed to all citizens. A portion of the public
sphere comes into being in every conversation in which private indi-
viduals assemble to form a public body”

Journalism is supposed to function as a public sphere, but to that
end, it should be open to all citizens. Habermas does not mean, of
course, that all news stories should be written by average citizens. Even
so, to involve citizens in the public debate, journalists must report things
deemed important to the general public. Journalism today faces many
challenges, and one of the most serious is that it is losing its relevance
for the public. Today, nearly half of all journalists (46 per cent) think
they are extremely or very connected with their audiences, yet only
about one quarter of the public (26 per cent) think they are connected
to journalism.*

This disconnect between professional journalists and the public
is also evident in the discrepancy in perceptions of how well news
organizations are doing in terms of journalism’s core functions. In
particular, the public has been critical of journalists’ capacity to give
voice to the voiceless. Even journalists themselves admit that news
organizations do a poor job at this essential task (35 per cent), and
the public’s evaluation is even harsher. Less than one quarter of the
surveyed public say that news organizations are doing well (24 per
cent), and a whopping 45 per cent say they are doing poorly.* Given
that the job of the press is seen as being “to comfort the afflicted and
afflict the comfortable,” the public’s decidedly negative response raises
questions about the health of journalism. Unfortunately, news outlets
are not trusted by their audiences in terms of accuracy;, either. A strong
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majority of journalists think they are accurately reporting the news
(65 per cent), but only a little over one third of the American public
agree (35 per cent). And distrust in news outlets is not limited to the
United States; it is a global issue.”

Fred Brown, an early critic of participatory journalism, contended
that “a professional journalist’s No. 1 obligation is to be accurate” while
“a citizen journalist’s No. 1 obligation is to be interesting”** Without
defining citizen journalism, he asserted that, since many blogs are
not fact-checked, citizen journalism must be riddled with errors and
misinformation. When Hazinski warned of the dangers of citizen jour-
nalism and called for its regulation, some professional journalists took
issue with his claim.** For example, Chuck Simmins lamented, “we’re
the real danger here,” citing “little sign that ethics and standards are
practiced” among professional journalists: “Anonymous sources, mis-
statements of fact, misquoting, staging photographs, outright falsifying
of documents, and lack of fact checking are rife in journalism today. I,
and those like me, could hardly do worse.”

That is a scorching criticism of journalism, but the disappointing
performance of journalists does not in itself establish the legitimacy of
citizen journalism. Indeed, many professionally trained journalists do
not properly carry out their tasks, but that does not mean that every
journalist deserves harsh condemnation. The same can be said about
citizen journalism. No doubt, citizen journalists commit errors and
inaccuracies, but this is not because average citizens are destined to
disseminate misinformation, nor is it because citizen journalism cannot
develop a verification system. Both professional and citizen journalism
need an editorial filtering process, and both have one, as seen in the
OhmyNews case. Although the principle of verification does not guar-
antee the fulfillment of the ideals and promises, it is still a necessary
feature of journalism.

The American Press Institute (AP1) makes a clear distinction between
journalism and other forms of communication - such as social media
posts, emails, and text messages — which it refers to as “pointless babble”
Journalism is only a tiny fraction of the information that is now increas-
ingly available: “Journalism occupies a much smaller space than the
talk, entertainment, opinion, assertion, advertising and propaganda that
dominate the media universe.”** According to the AP1, what separates
journalism from the “stuff out there” is the discipline of verification. If
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the production and dissemination of information does not involve this
essential process, it cannot be called journalism. Many of the practices
and products that have been criticized as part of citizen journalism are
not even meant to be journalism, so they must not be referred to as
citizen journalism. In other words, “pointless babble” does not account
either as professional journalism or as citizen journalism.

Many journalists and researchers have criticized citizen journalism
for its inaccuracy, but it is a matter of verification, not a feature per se of
citizen journalism. Nevertheless, associations between non-traditional
journalism and inaccuracy and bias have come to be unquestioned.
Whatever its form and content, journalism involves ongoing efforts to
go one step further toward the unattainable yet necessary goal of the
ultimate truth.” Again, journalism involves the gathering and distri-
bution of verified information that can help society’s members make
informed decisions about their public and private lives. Journalism can
be entertaining, but it must be entertaining within the boundaries of
journalism “as a utility to empower the informed.”**

Journalism and the Rhetoric of UGC and Web 2.0

Today, ordinary people are generating more information than profes-
sionals. Hollywood churns out about 700 hours of feature films every
year; ordinary people upload roughly 100,000 hours of videos to You-
Tube every day.” The performance of Facebook is equally impressive:
more than 1 billion stories are shared every day on that social network.*
On Instagram, about 95 million pictures and videos are uploaded every
day.” Twitter cannot be ignored; it is estimated that 500 million tweets
are sent each day. TikTok, a popular short-form video platform, has
become an important part of the media mix. There are also more than
600 million blogs, which publish 4.4 million new posts each day.”
The implication of these statistics is clear: the promise of ucc and
Web 2.0 has already been fulfilled, at least in terms of quantity. The
interactive nature of digital media is recasting the relationship between
producer and audience, and journalism is not immune from this. Those
who have traditionally been called “news consumers” can do more than
simply read, watch, or listen to the news; they can distribute, comment
on, and debate it. They can also create their own content, equipped with
easy-to-use, affordable, but professional-grade tools and with always-on
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connectivity. There remains the question, however, of whether all the
blog posts and social media feeds can be called “journalism.

If evaluated solely in terms of quantity, the media content created
and used by end users is simply astonishing. The prevalence of digital
devices is turning the information problem from a quantity issue into
a quality one. In the past, when information was scarce, the main issue
was how to make it available to the public. The barriers to physical access
and technology have been drastically lowered in recent decades. For
example, in 2021 about 85 per cent of Americans used a smart phone —
a notable leap from 2011, when a mere 35 per cent did so.”* According
to the same survey, about three quarters of American adults now own
a desktop or laptop computer, and roughly half have a tablet computer
(a device that did not even exist until 2010). These handheld devices
have contributed both to Internet penetration and to digital literacy in
the conventional sense. Nowadays, thanks to graphical user interfaces
(Gur) and voice user interfaces (vuI), combined with always-on con-
nectivity, people can not only search and consume information easily
but also create and distribute it freely.

The power of citizens is growing as the barriers to creating and dis-
tributing information are weakening, but quality remains a fundamental
issue. As Lacy and Rosenstiel point out, “the question of why we should
be concerned with the quality of journalism begins with the question of
why we should be concerned with journalism.™** Journalism is a matter
of quality, not quantity. When it comes to journalism, the public’s role
is closer to that of citizens rather than customers. A traditional role of
the press is to serve as a watchdog for the people; watchdog journalism
has been advocated not just by liberal theorists but by the public and
journalists themselves “as a mechanism for strengthening accountability
in democratic governance”®

Of course, there is a business aspect to journalism, and building
and maintaining a sustainable revenue model is crucial for any news
organization. Journalism as a business, however, is meant to ensure its
continued role, which is to provide a public service and function as a
watchdog. To achieve those ends, it requires financial independence.
Holding the powerful accountable is an indispensable element of jour-
nalistic practices. Almost three out of four American adults (73 per cent),
for instance, believe that journalists should act as watchdogs over elected
officials.*® This role is inseparable from quality reporting. The more
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accurate the information the press provides, the better the decisions
citizens can make, and the more accountable the government will be:

If one accepts the definition that quality represents the ability
of journalism to fulfill its functions, then improving quality of
journalism would improve the ability of citizens to use

the journalism to make better decisions and provide a check
against abuse and malfeasance by people in power. This notion
may be most memorably embedded in the famous aphorism
of Joseph Pulitzer: “our Republic and its press will rise or fall
together” The simple equation becomes - increasing quality of
journalism will lead to better decisions by citizens and more
accountability of government.””

In the same vein, the AP1 defines journalism as “the activity of gath-
ering, assessing, creating, and presenting news and information,” and its
purpose is “to provide citizens with the information they need to make
the best possible decisions about their lives, their communities, their
societies, and their governments”* Thus, for something to be called
journalism - regardless of whether it is citizen or professional - it should
meet specific qualifications: motive and intent, as well as a conscious,
systematic process for producing “functional truth” The notion of ugc
is routinely employed in discussions of citizen journalism, but as a
business discourse that has developed based on the industry/consumer
framework, it is unsuitable for conceptualizing any form of journalism
meant to provide information to citizens for self-governance.

The term “Web 2.0” is closely associated with uGc: it is often asserted
that “in the era of Web 2.0, user-generated content has somehow
displaced mass media in the cultural lives of everyday people” As
celebratory rhetoric of user participation, Web 2.0 has been criticized
along with uGcc as a deceptive, self-serving discourse that masks
free labour and inequalities. José van Dijck and David Nieborg see
Web 2.0 as “an odd combination of grass roots values of commonality
and hardcore capitalist value”** Christian Fuchs criticizes the utopian
discourse as a “capital accumulation model” that has been actively
promoted to convince investors to support new Internet startups since
the dot.com crisis of 2000.* He suggests that Web 2.0 has functioned as
a techno-deterministic ideology to disseminate the misconception that
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social media provide “new opportunities for participation” and enable
“new forms of political struggle” and “more democracy.*

Anna Jénsson and Henrik Ornebring critically analyzed actual uGc,
exposing the illusory nature of uGc discourse.” They showed that
the participation of “users-as-consumers” tends to be addressed in the
context of consumption. The utopian rhetoric assumed that users would
be co-creators, but things have turned out differently, especially in the
realm of journalism. As the authors demonstrate, “The ‘we write, you
read’-principle still rules the newsroom and uaGc is placed within this
framework.”** Their study sheds harsh light on the misguided use of the
concepts of ugc and Web 2.0. “Previous research on uGc/journalism
has primarily focused on hard news journalism,” Jénsson and Ornebring
conclude. “However, in actual practice in online newspapers, uGc has
very little to do with hard news journalism.*

Users have been empowered to some degree, but their participation
is limited to the creation of culture-oriented content; their involvement
in news production is rare. In addition, their content is predomin-
antly personal and life-oriented, which deviates from the Habermasian
notion of the public sphere as a place for “critical public debate” about
“matters of general interest” rather than private affairs.* One critical
problem with the ucc/Web 2.0 rhetoric is that it erases the rights and
responsibilities of citizens, situating them as “users-as-consumers.”* It is
a category mistake to apply this techno-deterministic, business-centric
framework to the discussion of journalism, regardless of the type.

OhmyNews and Citizen Journalism Redefined

The previous sections critically evaluated the notion of “citizen
journalism?” A particular focus has been on the industry discourse of
uGc and Web 2.0 as umbrella terms encompassing a wide range of Web-
based services, including blogs, wikis, and social media.*® Although
commonly used interchangeably with citizen journalism, the concepts
emerged from very different socio-economic contexts and are thus
incompatible with a specific type of communication called “journal-
ism” Nonetheless, many studies have failed to distinguish between
uGc/Web 2.0 and journalism (e.g., Keen 2007; Allan 2013; Nah et al.
2015; Nah and Chung 2020; Zeng et al. 2019).* What, then, is citizen
journalism, and how should it be defined?
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Some scholars trace the history of citizen journalism back to the
San Francisco earthquake of 1906 or the assassination of John E
Kennedy in 1963.”° The aftermath of the disaster in the Bay Area was
captured by the residents in black and white, and the presidents killing
was captured on a dress manufacturer’s shaky home-movie camera.
Since then, the number of prominent cases of citizen reportage has
increased significantly due to the widespread use of video-enabled
mobile phones, as seen in the 9/11 attacks, the 2005 London bomb-
ings, and Hurricane Katrina. For this reason, Stuart Allan refers to
citizen journalism as “accident journalism. He suggests that what
distinguishes professional journalism from “citizen witnessing” is the
reporter’s ability to “be dispassionately impartial when documenting
what they see and hear™:

For the ordinary individual, however, any sense of journalism

is likely to be far from their mind, should they find themselves
unexpectedly caught-up in disturbing events rapidly unfolding
around them. Nevertheless, they may well strive to engage in

a form of eyewitness reportage, perhaps using their mobile
telephone to capture an image, generate a video, or craft a tweet
in order to record and share their personal experience of what is
happening in front of them.”

The above description reflects the conventional view that cit-
izen journalism is a product of chance rather than daily practice.
Citizen journalism is often regarded as “accidental participation by
those who happen to be on site when natural disasters, terrorism, and
political turmoil take place This viewpoint is prevalent even in studies
that explore the journalistic role of citizens in a positive light.”* Within
this framework, citizens can hardly play a central and systematic part
in news-making. Most often, their role is limited to that of being an
eyewitness lucky enough to have access to a recording device. It may
be no surprise that Freedman argues that citizen journalism is “less
journalism than the raw material” submitted by “anybody with a video
camera or cellphone or blog™

Albarado writes that “both the term and the practice [of citizen
journalism] crystallized in South Korea,” where Oh Yeon-ho launched
OhmyNews in 2000, declaring that “every citizen is a reporter.”*® This
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motto is often confused with the rhetoric of ucc or Web 2.0, as seen in
the criticism made by Keen: “Wikipedia is far from alone in its celebra-
tion of the amateur. The ‘citizen journalists, too — the amateur pundits,
reporters, writers, commentators, and critics on the blogosphere - carry
the banner of the noble amateur on Web 2.0 Note carefully that the
founder of OhmyNews created a professional editorial team and a
code of ethics before recruiting its “news guerrillas” OhmyNews has
let citizens play a central role in news gathering and reporting, but
journalistic integrity has always been a pillar of the news service.

OhmyNews’s emphasis on journalism ethics and standards had a
significant impact on early studies of citizen journalism. For example,
Shayne Bowman and Chris Willis viewed OhmyNews as “one future
of online news [that] has arrived a few years early” Note that they
define participatory journalism in terms not only of the active role of
citizens but also of credibility, accuracy, and relevance, which constitute
the core principles of journalism: “The act of a citizen, or group of
citizens, playing an active role in the process of collecting, reporting,
analyzing and disseminating news and information. The intent of this
participation is to provide independent, reliable, accurate, wide-ranging
and relevant information that a democracy requires”*

Likewise, Mary Joyce conceptualizes citizen journalism based on
OhmyNews, which is “a pioneer in this field, not only for being an early
player, but for having created a successful model with citizens as journal-
ists and professional editors to filter content. What makes OhmyNews
stand out from other news organizations is its nearly 100,000 citizen
reporters, who contribute the vast majority of the articles published
on the site. The citizen reporters are from all walks of life; they include
students, teachers, homemakers, farmers, factory workers, college pro-
fessors, lawyers, lawmakers, and so forth. When citizens participate as
news producers rather than consumers, it is inevitable that the criteria
of news value change. They tend to find social issues in their own intim-
ate surroundings: teachers write about the problems of standardized
testing, while workers deal with job insecurity and unsafe working
conditions, and so on.

What distinguishes OhmyNews from most online media or practices
miscategorized as “citizen journalism” is that every story it publishes
goes through strict verification procedures. Brown claimed that “a cit-
izen journalist is usually a lone crusader;” unlike professional journalists,
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who have “layers of editors checking [their] facts.”*® If someone called a
“citizen journalist” wilfully ignores this fundamental step and distributes
questionable information, we need to blame the mislabelling, not the
label itself. The contributors to OhmyNews are never “lone crusaders”
of the sort alluded to earlier. They work closely with “layers of editors
checking their facts” while enjoying ready access to various resources,
including press releases, official sources, legal advice, and a wide range
of training opportunities such as in-house writing workshops. They can
also learn from more experienced citizen reporters while socializing
with them online and offline.

We can learn two important things from the OhmyNews model. One
is that citizens play a major role in the news-making process, aided by
editorial staff whose main responsibility is to support citizen reporters.
At OhmyNews, citizens go beyond being simply accidental observers
“who find themselves on the scene of events before journalists arrive”
to provide pictures, videos, and first-hand accounts, which journalists
may or may not use in their stories.” Another important feature of the
OhmyNews model is that citizen journalists are not meant to replace
their professional counterparts. Although they are significantly fewer in
number than citizen journalists, OhmyNews does have a professional
reporting team. Professional journalists and citizen reporters play
different roles: the former take care of comprehensive news coverage,
while the latter handle very specific topics that they know well or in
which they have first-hand experience.

Journalists routinely interview experts when writing a story about a
topic in which they have no expertise. Although most citizen journalists
do not have a degree in journalism, their lack of training is limited
to writing and reporting. Most of them have their own expertise in
specific domains. If a semiconductor engineer has worked in his field for
decades, would it be amateurish for that person to write a critical piece
on specific details of a government policy to promote the semiconductor
industry? If a Korean Japanese has operated a business in Tokyo, is it
unimaginable for that person to contribute an investigative report about
the post-coviD economic situation of Japan? These are the real cases of
Bongryul Lee and Chulhyun Park, respectively, who recently wrote top
stories about the aforementioned topics. Citizens can be both reporters
and experts. As Dan Gillmor admitted, “as a group, my readers know
more about any given topic than I ever could”*
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Since its launch, OhmyNews has inspired many similar experiments
around the world, but none have been able to replicate its success.
Most of the numerous attempts, including Bayosphere (United States),
NowPublic (Canada), and OhmyNews Japan, to name a few, shut down
after a few years. Why are success stories so rare? As discussed, ugc
has prevailed; citizen journalism has not. Their contrasting statuses
make it clear that citizen journalism and uGc cannot be the same thing.

Conclusion: Call Gossip “Gossip”

The year 2020 marked the twentieth anniversary of the birth of
OhmyNews. It was one of the first attempts at citizen journalism and
today is one of the oldest organizations of its kind. Most of the stories
it publishes are from non-professional journalists, but all of them are
carefully checked and copy edited. In its analysis of OhmyNews, which
is a collaborative effort between professional journalists and citizen
reporters, this study has warned against equating citizen journalism
with ugc or Web 2.0. Journalism involves creating and delivering valid-
ated information purposefully created to help people make deliberative
decisions about their society and lives.

It is ironic that some of the most constructive ideas for citizen
journalism have been provided by some of its earliest and harshest
critics, including Brown, Hazinski, and Keen.” Brown’s discussion
of citizen journalism was preoccupied with blogs; he did, however,
grasp the potential of citizen journalists as watchdogs: “They provide a
much-needed new layer of checks on the accuracy of the mainstream.
Everybody needs a watchdog. It encourages higher standards.” His main
concern related to the credibility of citizen reports. Yet the absence of
journalistic standards and proper verification is not an inevitable aspect
of citizen journalism, as proven by OhmyNews.

Some call OhmyNews a “hybrid model” in which amateur and pro-
fessional journalists work together, but that does not seem to be the
correct terminology; “a team of seasoned editors with years of training”
is indispensable to any journalistic institution or organization.* So any
practice that lacks this fundamental element is disqualified as journalism,
whether it is conducted by professional reporters or citizen journalists.
Even Hazinski, who finds the term citizen journalist as nonsensical as
“citizen surgeon” or “citizen lawyer;” admits that citizen reports can
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be a valuable addition to the news and information flow, provided
that some protections are in place: “Major news organizations must
create standards to substantiate citizen-contributed information and
video and ensure its accuracy and authenticity. They should clarify
and reinforce their own standards and work through trade organizations
to enforce national standards so they have real meaning”®

As Hazinski suggests, it is crucial to establish journalistic standards
as well as systems to ensure the accuracy and authenticity of every sub-
mission. It is unfortunate that he did not realize that OhmyNews already
had these. It was not because of the obscurity of the new medium. In
fact, the first successful attempt at citizen journalism attracted global
media attention as “the world’s first interactive online newspaper,”
and it grew rapidly into one of the most influential news media in
South Korea.*

Despite all the praise it attracted, the OhmyNews model has not
altered the trajectory of the academic discussion of citizen journalism as
“amateur journalism.” This is partly due to the widespread failure of the
OhmyNews model outside the Korean peninsula. Most importantly,
the discussion of citizen journalism has been dominated by misguided
notions that it is equivalent to ucc and Web 2.0. By ignoring key aspects
of journalism, Web 2.0 has contributed to the misunderstanding that cit-
izen journalism is merely ugc. The term “amateur journalism” is often
employed to criticize citizen journalism, but it is an oxymoron; “journal-
ism” means a specific type of writing or reporting that meets a certain
standard of quality and professionalism - even in citizen journalism.”

Citizen journalism needs to be limited to more narrow types of
journalistic practices involving rigorous fact checking and copy editing.
Journalism is an activity, not a profession; it should be judged by what
is done rather than who does it.** More specifically, citizen journalism
needs to be redefined so as to meet the conditions for both “citizen”
and “journalism.” First, to be called citizen journalism, it should be
open to the all citizens so that they can play an important part in the
news-making process. As Jonsson and Ornebring point out, however,
“‘users-as-citizens’ are placed in a mostly reactive position” in the
realm of journalism.” Citizens’ empowerment can best be described
as “pseudo-power.” If it was “we write, you read” in the past, now it is
“we write, you read and possibly comment.” Citizen journalism can
help address the imbalance.
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Second, to be citizen journalism, verification is necessary. Citizen
journalism is still journalism. Only information that has come through
the journalistic filtering process that Freedman calls “mediating intelli-
gence” or “editorial gate-keeping” can be categorized as such, regardless
of the contributor. As Hazinski rightly puts it, “information without
journalistic standards is called gossip.””® A major pitfall in studies of
citizen journalism is that “gossip” and citizen journalism are too often
lumped together. Habermas emphasizes the significance of the editors
in news organizations, quoting Karl Biicher: “A new element emerged
between the gathering and the publication of news: the editorial staft.
But for the newspaper publisher it meant that he changed from a vendor
of recent news to a dealer in public opinion.””*

Editorial staff do more than check facts and improve readability.
The debate between reporters and editors serves as a microcosm of
the public sphere. Even well-trained journalists and editors work
within constraints, including limited time, resources, experience, and
knowledge, as well as prejudices and social norms. That explains why
a pioneering participatory medium, which declared that “every citizen
is a reporter,” started by hiring editors. Perhaps it is time to clarify that
decades-old adage. Can every citizen be a reporter? Yes — as long as the
reporting goes through a rigorous process of verification.
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Media and User-Generated Content
Images during the Terrorist Attacks
in Catalonia

Recommendations and Remediation

CAROLINA ESCUDERO

When analyzing the user-generated content (uGgc) created following
an act of terrorism, which includes selecting and characterizing the
material, it is important to understand that those who were exposed to
the event (as well as the journalists exposed to the uGc) may have been
traumatized and in shock while producing the videos or taking photos;
at such times, the mobile phone often becomes a tool allowing them to
better process and assimilate what is happening in front of them. So in
this chapter, when we discuss remediation and make recommendations,
it is in reference to the images shown to the public. Those images lead
to fear and insecurity and have a negative impact on those who did
not directly witness the incident — Nacos refers to this as “mediatized
terrorism.”* Yet we also find creative actions within the media process
in response to acts of terrorism - acts of remediation carried out by
social media users and disseminated by media organizations.

The terrorist attacks perpetuated by Daesh in Barcelona and Cam-
brils on 17 August 2017 happened at a time when the Islamic State was
about to lose control of the Syrian city of Raqqa, the de facto capital of
the caliphate. Daesh’s forced withdrawal from that important city would
have diverse effects, including a decline in its daily production of propa-
ganda, whose main objective had been to recruit more young people,
whose numbers fell by 77 per cent from their previous high.” Yet at the
same time, the decrease in official 1s propaganda in the last quarter of
2017 spurred Is supporters to produce more - and translate older - uGc,
thus blurring the boundary between official and unofficial activism.?
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According to Torres-Soriano, the attacks in Catalonia by Daesh sig-
nalled that the terrorist group was weakening, for the terrorists were able
to produce only a single video about the attacks. By comparison, after the
attacks in Paris on 13 November 2015 and Brussels on 22 March 2016,
the organization had followed up by broadcasting a dozen high-quality
videos produced by various wilayas (provinces) of the caliphate.

Media and Terrorism

Gulyas notes that journalists’ attitudes toward social media differ from
one country to the next.* One result is that diverse actions to reduce
the impact of terrorists’ attacks — such as censorship — are carried out
in countries where the perception is that terrorists want/need to be
present in the media and social media in order to further their cause.
This “need/want” of terrorists has been analyzed by authors such as
Paletz and Boiney, who write that “the bulk of the literature on the
relationship between media and terrorism is dismaying.”

Various scholars have observed a close relationship between terror-
ism and the media.® Thanks to the skills acquired by terrorists, acts of
terrorism become media events, and this challenges liberal democracies
to respond effectively to their violent deeds without suppressing fun-
damental human rights and civil liberties, among them free expression
and freedom of the press.” In turn, within the framework of freedom of
expression, news characterized by drama and accompanied by personal
stories of the victims can be found.® In response to public anxiety,
even democratic governments are tempted to and at times actually do
curb direct terrorist communication, including news and social media
that facilitate terrorist messages. Such efforts in themselves can have
a negative emotional impact on the public that is not always easy to
repair.’ As a consequence, the emotional factor grows stronger." This
is what Weimann calls the “theatre of terror™

With regard to what Nacos calls “mediatized terrorism,”* many
authors agree that terrorists view the media as a bullhorn for publicizing
their violent acts, their hopes, and their very existence.” Indeed, when
carrying out their attacks, they take into account journalistic routines
and publication styles." In killing and maiming civilians, terrorists are
also attacking fundamental human rights,” and diverse arguments have
been made as to what information in what form should be published
about terrorist acts. That debate includes how to address the effects of
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uGc. The news media contend that information about terrorist acts
generates interest and that their obligation is to inform, which means
that silence is not an option.

Terrorist Attacks in Europe

A precedent for media use of uGc was set during the London bombings
in 2005, when the BBC showed images that had not been filmed by
their employees.” After this experience, the BBC established a perma-
nent ugc Hub.”

In 2017, a total of 205 terrorist attacks — foiled, failed, and com-
pleted — were reported by nine EU member-states: France (54), Spain
(16), Italy (14), and Greece (8). Belgium and Germany reported two
attacks each; Finland and Sweden noted one attack each. Spain, Finland,
and Sweden all reported jihadist terrorist attacks after a long period
without being affected by this phenomenon. In 2017, 68 people died
as a result of terrorist attacks and 844 were injured. Much as in 2016,
nearly all reported fatalities and casualties were the result of jihadist
terrorism.” The number of jihadist terrorist attacks more than doubled
between 2016 and 2017, from thirteen in 2016 to thirty-three in 2017.*°
By 2017, more than 150 social media platforms had been identified as
being abused by terrorists for propaganda dissemination.”

UGC Precedents

Various authors agree that the attack on the Twin Towers in 2001 marked
the beginning of uGc, as people went onto the Internet looking for
information and witnesses on various blogs recounted their experiences
and shared with the world what had happened.” Another event that has
since served as a reference point in the use of uGc was the Southeast
Asian tsunami of December 2004. In that case, many correspondents
were not actually present, as they had already gone on holiday for
Christmas; another difficulty was that journalists in Thailand could
not get to the area hit by the tsunami for security reasons. The photos
and videos of the catastrophe that were taken on mobile telephones or
with video cameras would later be uploaded onto blogs.

The use of uGc by mainstream media outlets has risen dramat-
ically, especially during crisis events and humanitarian disasters. At
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such times, dramatic photos and videos taken by onlookers are often
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considered “more newsworthy than professional content’
Soft Power

Earlier studies of social media did not anticipate the security impli-
cations of the online space - specifically, its capacity to radicalize and
recruit audiences. This sort of impact is a clear illustration of “soft
power;” which refers here to the ability to attract followers through
persuasion rather than coercion. Bloom and Daymon maintain that soft
power entails processes of radicalization/recruitment™ and that the same
concept can be applied to the study of uGc materials disseminated in the
hours after a terrorist attack. Images of fear, terror, and death underscore
the terrorists’ power and demonstrate that cities are vulnerable spaces.
This type of ucc material becomes “soft power” when, without coercion,
it makes us aware of our vulnerability - a state of mind whose fostering
is a principal objective of the terrorist attack. Not everyone was on Las
Ramblas in Barcelona on 17 August, but the images transported people
to a well-known place. Awan writes that cyber-terrorism as presented
on the Internet and in social media has been utilized by extremists to

26

set in motion a “process of online hate:
The Message: Censored or Regulated

The 9/11 attacks in the United States set a new precedent for coverage
of this type of terrorism, for its international dimension led to greater
news interest.” Global interest in terrorism was then renewed with later
attacks. In addition to this, we may observe the active role of audiences®
as well as how uGc led to a revision of the media’s ethical principles.”

A number of scholars have concluded that the press too easily bought
the administration’s hard sell of its hawkish counterterrorism agenda*
and that the “largely complacent mainstream media were essentially
covering for Big Brother by allowing elites to frame the issue of ter-
rorism around individual exemplars while the pendulum swung out
toward national security”'

After reviewing free speech and anti-terrorism laws in Europe,
Barak-Erez and David Scharia concluded that “European countries
have consistently acknowledged the legitimacy of anti-incitement law,
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subject to judicial methods of balancing the government interest in
prohibiting terrorist incitement with the right of free speech, in the par-
ticular context”* Because contemporary terrorist organizations “utilize
advanced communication technology and especially social media to
radicalize, recruit, plan and coordinate horrific acts of terrorism, top
legal scholars in the US also discussed the pro and con of limiting free
speech of terrorist entities, most of all 1515

For Marthoz, news coverage of terrorism is particularly complex
because journalists must try to provide the public with truthful, accur-
ate, and comprehensive information while also respecting fundamental
personal rights such as the presumption of innocence and the right to
privacy.** Various media take the line that information about terrorism is
of great interest for their audiences and that their duty is to inform them.”

According to Marthoz, informing the public becomes even more
complicated when citizens, neighbours, and bystanders film the scene
and freely post videos or information on social networks, thus cir-
cumventing the rules set up for journalists and confronting traditional
media with serious ethical dilemmas. The media cannot ignore these
information flows but must view them critically. The blunders of “news
amateurs” do not exonerate professionals from the principles of caution
they must uphold.”* Marthoz also points out that during a terrorist
attack, the media go “live;” with continuous coverage of the incident,
even without editing, in order to satisfy an audience that is anxious to
know more. This sort of coverage may be full of drama and lead to fear,
paranoia, and vicarious trauma among the populace, with ucc material
having the most influence.

In addition, the treatment of victims, and the filming of them, are
priorities when deciding which information is the most appropriate for
broadcast during and after a terrorist attack.

Sourcing and Verifying When Covering Terrorism

The sourcing and verifying of ucc has become an important part of
journalism.” This represents a challenge, because journalists must not
only verify the sources they have selected and justify those choices but
also differentiate journalism from other forms of public communica-
tion.* In addition, media coverage of terror faces challenges related to
the spread of misinformation and “fake news.”*
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Also, journalists who are sent to the scene of a terrorist incident are
subject to a greater impact than the general public. Faced with scenes
of terror, reporters, like anyone else, can suffer stress and in some cases
PTSD,* just as those exposed to these situations like the neighbours
and shopkeepers on Las Ramblas in Barcelona and the neighbours in
Cambrils who, from behind their mobile phones, witnessed acts of
violence. First responders exposed to these situations - firefighters,
doctors, police officers — have also had to deal with post-traumatic
stress disorder* or vicarious trauma.*

Salvat and Paniagua write that users no longer simply consume
information that is served to them but also become broadcasters as they
post photos, videos, and information on social media and blogs.* In
this sense, Redondo writes, verification can be carried out today thanks
to free tools and traditional journalistic techniques.*

Authorship, and Asking the Right Question

The 2016 terrorist attacks in Brussels launched a discussion about
uGc and intellectual property within journalism and news media.
Anna Ahronheim, a defence correspondent with the Middle East Tv
channel, shared a video on Twitter of the explosions at the airport. It
was retweeted nearly 27,000 times. Ahronheim was credited with that
video even though she had taken the video from a WhatsApp group.
She insisted at the time: “Just Fy1, this is NoT my video. I am not in
#Brussels. It was shared with me on WhatsApp. I do not have a name
for credit but please DON’T use mine”*

Consent

According to Cooper, consent, as applied to journalism practice, goes
beyond legal constraints and raises particularly difficult problems,
especially in the aftermath of disasters, when an eyewitness/survivor/
victims ability to fully comprehend the consequences of what they are
doing may be diminished. Terrorism is an international issue, but it is
up to each country to establish its own legal regime for treating these
types of events.

Nissenbaum suggests that the fundamental problem with social
media is “contextual integrity” That is because privacy means
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different things in different situations and is violated when two types
of contextual norms are not respected: those of suitability (the type of
information that is shared) and flow and distribution (with whom
the information is shared).*®

The contextual integrity of uGc material during a terrorist attack
and in the hours after the event should receive special attention. During
this study, the integrity of and respect for the victims was at times
problematic. An example was the cries of children in the background
of images of the terrorist attack on Las Ramblas in Barcelona; those
children could not be seen, but their suffering could clearly be heard.
Thus, while their privacy was respected, their integrity did not appear
to be (discussed below).

Along the same lines as Nissenbaum, Cooper has studied these
aspects of UGC, arguing that all too often the focus is on obtaining copy-
right approval rather than engaging in a conversation with a (possibly)
traumatized individual. Rarely, it seems, do journalists think about
what it is like for an eyewitness to be repeatedly contacted on Twitter
or Facebook after being caught up in a disaster. Journalists should also
bear in mind the situation in which creators of content find themselves,
even when meeting them online rather than face to face.”

The Dart Center offers the following advice in highlighting the
importance of treating victims appropriately: “Realize that victims may
be in shock or severely injured when you first approach them. Calmly
introduce yourself and then ask whether they need any medical help.
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If they do, seek medical help immediately:
Methodology

For this chapter we have conducted a qualitative analysis of ugc
material that allows us to interpret systematically how audiovisual
images produced by users were later disseminated by the media. The
content published by two newspapers, El Pais and La Vanguardia, has
been analyzed in terms of the recommendations offered by Guidelines
on News Coverage of Terrorism, crafted by the Catalan Audiovisual
Council and the Association of Journalists of Catalonia.* Section 3.8
of the guidelines, “Media Use of Amateur Material,” points out that
amateur footage is created for the media but not by the media. This
raises certain dilemmas when it comes to broadcasting. Out of that



Media and UGC during the Terrorist Attacks in Catalonia 241

section’s five recommendations, we will focus on the second and
fourth: “Cite the source: if known, the owner of amateur footage given
to the media”;* and “Respect the rights of victims and the audience:
the same criteria for professional footage must be used for amateur
videos. The rights of victims and the audience are the same in both
cases and the recommendations made above therefore also apply”™
In the latter reccommendation, reference is made to the protection of
victims’ identities, as well as to respect for the privacy of those killed and
any survivors; and emphasis is placed on special protection for minors
and vulnerable people. Regarding the audience, it calls for warning to
be given about distressing images. Also, sensational audiovisuals and
sensational language are to be avoided, and the same goes for repeated
or excessive exposure to certain images. It notes that “references to other
acts of terrorism for no justifiable reason can stir up pain, hatred and
anger among surviving victims and the public at large,” and therefore
a distinction ought to be drawn between “live coverage, documentary
reconstruction and fictional recreation” (CAC-CPC 2016, 7-9).

The uGc selected was published in the two newspapers on 18 August
2017, one day after the first attack carried out on Las Ramblas. The
material was found on the Web using the Google search engine; ten
videos published by EI Pais and five by La Vanguardia were analyzed
(see below).

Media Regulations in Spain

Several countries, among them Spain, Germany, and Greece, have
outlawed the publication of statements and other materials deemed
to encourage or glorify terrorism. In Spain, at the national level, it is
a crime “to support and praise terrorist organizations or the deeds or
commemorative dates of their members by publishing or broadcasting
via the mass-media opinions, news reports, illustrations and other forms
of dissemination.””

In Spain, around a dozen professional media outlets and collectives
have adopted ethical regulations, expressed in a more or less precise
manner and laid down in codes, editorial statutes, collective conven-
tions, and style manuals. Most of these were established during the
1990s, and they all address ethical and deontological issues aftecting pro-
fessional groups, including the Association of Journalists of Economic
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Information (APIE), the Catalan Journalists’ College, the Federation
of the Press Associations in Spain (FAPE), and mass media including
El Pais, El Mundo, ABC, El Periédico de Catalunya, and Europa Press.*

It is noteworthy that countries like Ireland and Spain have taken a
different path in response to attacks by extremist separatists. As stated
earlier, this study is based on the Guidelines on News Coverage of Ter-
rorism crafted by the cac-cPpc, as this was one of the most up-to-date
documents relating to the journalistic coverage of acts of terrorism in
Catalonia at the time of the 2017 attacks.”

Newspapers Analyzed

The two Spanish newspapers selected for this study both have a global
reach, but they also have different identities. La Vanguardia (founded
in 1881) is the newspaper of record for Catalonia: it heads the reader-
ship ranking for the region and has the third-highest circulation in
Spain, behind EI Pais and El Mundo. It is published both online and
as hardcopy (in Castilian and Catalan), has its head editorial office in
Barcelona, and is distributed throughout Spain.*® As for El Pais (founded
in 1976), its head office and main editorial department are in Madrid,
with branches in Spain’s main cities and correspondents in various
capitals around the world. It has the highest circulation in Spain,”” and
its online version is the most-read Spanish-language publication in the
world. Given that it is the Spanish and international newpaper of record,
we thought it appropriate to analyze the uGc material it has published.

Criteria

To organize our qualitative analysis of the uGc material, we developed
a table showing publication date, hour, analyzed media, story headline,
number of videos, video duration, authorship/source, analysis criteria,
and content link. Another column specifies how the ucc material
answers the two criteria used for the analysis: “Source” and “rRvaA,” where
Source refers to the recommendation to “Cite the source - if known,
the owner of amateur footage given to the media should be stated,” and
RVA refers to the recommendation to “Respect the rights of the victims
and the audience: the same criteria for professional footage must be
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used for amateur videos” (see Methodology). The answer can be “Yes,”
“No,” or “Unclear” (uUNC).

La Vanguardia UGC

La Vanguardia gave the most space to coverage of the terrorist attacks in
Barcelona and Cambrils, publishing twenty-nine articles on 18 August
2017, three of which used uGc material to illustrate the news, with a
total of five videos analyzed for this study.

Regarding La Vanguardia, audiovisual material containing uGc
images and using the newspaper’s logo are viewable on YouTube. In
the video titled “The terrorists killed in the attack on Cambrils,” we
can hear the following comments made by witnesses and the people
recording the video: “Sons of bitches. Sons of bitches, man, they were
carrying explosives!” The same material was used by El Pais, which
informs us that the images belong to a neighbour in Cambrils. La Van-
guardia does not specify authorship.

El Pais UGC

El Pais published twenty-four articles on 18 August 2017, using UGC
material in nine of the stories, with a total of ten videos analyzed for
this study. A significant number of the videos published by EI Pais are
part of El Pais Video (EPVv), and this content may also be seen via its
YouTube channel. The EPv team is part of a separate department of
the newspaper. Bernal and Carvajal write that

EPV works as an integral part of the editorial department, in fact
the directors of each section act as “motivators and facilitators”
and take part in certain videos. Hence, the Director of Digital
Development at the media explains that, besides the professionals
who carry out the reports and interviews, the “most mediatic”
journalists have their own sections, between five and ten minutes
long, which they upload onto the channel**

We also observed extremely violent videos, such as the ugc material
published alongside the news “Shooting and death of the fifth terrorist



244 Carolina Escudero

in Cambrils” This ucc material was filmed by an English-speaking
neighbour in Cambrils,” who exclaims “What the fuck” and shows the
police shooting at a terrorist. In this footage, the cries and comments
of witnesses can be heard. While the source is not clearly cited, in the
body of the news item can be read “made by a neighbor in the area”
So in this case, respect for the source is considered “Unclear” (Unc).

The criteria of El Pais vary: at times information as to the authorship
of the video can be found in the body of the news item - for example,
“The authorship of the video is a neighbor in Cambrils.” This can lead
to confusion as to the specific source of the material. The video, pub-
lished at 14:43 with a duration of 2:12 minutes and accompanying the
article “The Islamic State accepts responsibility for the terrorist attack in
Barcelona,” does not comply with the criteria of respect for the victims,
as blurred images can be seen of dead people on Las Ramblas, and of
a woman with a haunted gaze running in flight, and children can be
heard crying plaintively. The children cannot be seen. As for the bodies,
while the images are blurred, the sizes of the bodies scattered on the
ground can be seen and it can be deduced that children are among
the victims. It is questionable whether this material is actual news.
Moreover, based on these characteristics of the video, one might argue
that this material does not comply with respect for the victims and the
audience, based on the section “Minors and vulnerable people: in news
coverage of terrorism, special attention must be paid to protection and
best practices regarding minors. Privacy and fundamental rights must
be specifically respected.”*

On certain occasions, El Pais warns that “the images may be con-
sidered offensive.” This warning does not appear in all uGc images — only
in those in which the bodies of fatalities can be seen in which there
is shooting or images of people fleeing. The longest video, published
by El Pais with a duration of 02:58 minutes and whose authorship is
Reuters/Quality, titled “Eight terrorist hit-and-run attacks in Europe
in the last year;” does not comply with the analysis criteria of respect
for victims. The recommendation in times of a terrorist attack is to not
use archive material from other attacks, yet that is what has been done
in this video, which illustrates one by one the eight attacks. Also, we
found that the ugc material published in EI Pais has not always been
uploaded to its YouTube channel.
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Similarities

Of the fifteen uGc videos published in the two media, none lasts longer
than three minutes, and all were published as part of a news item. The
times of publication for this material are highly varied, and there is
no overlap.

Furthermore, of the uGc materials selected, edited, and published
multiple times in both media, each has undergone a standard verification
process when Twitter has been used as a source. Media outlets have started
to rely on uGc sourced by news agencies (agencies such as Reuters/
Quality, EFE, and NacidDigital), as they can guarantee verification.”

Differences

We observed differences in criteria between the two media outlets:
El Pais published uac live, as well as direct images of the shooting of one
of the terrorists, with an introduction of “Warning.” La Vanguardia did
not show these images, although the shots fired that killed the terrorist
can be heard. Also, there is no “Warning” given at the beginning of
the video. Neither newspaper edited the voices of certain users who
were hurling insults at the terrorists, with “sons of bitches” being the
predominant insult used. However, in the uGc material analyzed, no
comments, either seen or heard, hurt or disrespected the victims.

Views

Most of the ugc videos from both newspapers have been uploaded
to YouTube. The video with the most views is of Cambrils, published
by La Vanguardia at 09:13 and updated at 13:07, in which the shots
fired by the police and the terrorists being killed can be heard, with
2,413,183 views; the second most viewed is another video published at
the same time of day in which the bodies of the four terrorists who
have been killed can be seen lying on the ground, with 1,209,720 views.
The ugc material with the most views in EI Pais is one that uses various
UGcC images of the terrorist attack on Las Ramblas, ending with the
bodies of the four terrorists killed in Cambrils. This final section of
the video is the same as the one provided by La Vanguardia that is
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the second most viewed. Of the videos published on 18 August, those
with the most views are the ones showing the terrorists who have been
killed. In both EI Pais and La Vanguardia, the comments and insults
of those watching can be heard, which is something that could have
been edited out.

Remediation

After analyzing the ucc material and its presence in the media, we
studied the messages and hashtags that went viral following the terrorist
attack. They pointed to a change in communication strategy, with mes-
sages highlighting assistance and collaboration rather than the terrorist
attack itself. We present these messages as acts of remediation, giving
rise to corrective actions in which humour was key.

In this section, we examine the reporting on these “acts of remedi-
ation” by the Spanish media El Pais, La Vanguardia, and EIl Confidencial.
People followed the recommendations of the police to not share content
about the terrorist attacks, and the content that went viral instead was
a result of collaborative actions aiming to repair the situation and to
damper the violence and fear, based on a desire for remediation. It will
be seen that this remediation was followed by a process of “corrective
actions” (among media, institutions, and the audience), which resulted
in “creative actions” (here images were prioritized, such as those of
cats), culminating in the equally creative use of irony and humour as
an empowering response to the threatening messages and images sent
by the 1515 terrorists. Through this process, people, organizations, and
communities took back control over their lives.”

Bolter and Grusin write that the logic of remediation is similar to
Derrida’s account of mimesis,” in terms of the reproduction of the
feeling of imitation or resemblance in the perceiving subject: “Mimesis
here is not the representation of one thing by another, the relation of
resemblance or identification between two beings, the reproduction
of a product of nature by a product of art. It is not the relation of
two products but of two productions. And of two freedoms ... True
mimesis is between two producing subjects and not between two
produced things”*

In our study we observe that the two producing subjects were
the people who were producing the uGc, on the one hand, and the



Media and UGC during the Terrorist Attacks in Catalonia 247

journalists who decided to use it (edited or not), on the other. Both
subjects produced and reproduced the uGc, and, as analyzed, this con-
tent highlighted the victims on Las Ramblas and the execution of the
terrorists in Cambrils. During the night of 17 August when the Spanish
police requested that false news and information on the police not be
shared, those two producing subjects, both the audience (as potential
producer of uGc material) and the journalists, followed this request,
giving rise to new messages and new images no longer linked to terror
and vulnerability. This ability of the “two producing subjects” to modify
tone and visual identity reflects a process of remediation, one that
carves out an artistic and creative space for the new production and
reproduction of images, as explained by Bolter and Grusin. Messa-
ges and images appeared that both deflected attention (from a visual
stance) and attempted to improve a complex situation, making use of
freedoms in which the “two producing subjects” were part of both the
institutions and other users.

After the first images and videos were posted on social media, the
Spanish National Police and the Mossos Police advised: “We are now
working in Cambrils, please do NoT share the images, they could hinder
our job”’; “Do not share images of Las Ramblas™;® “pDo NOT believe
everything you receive on #WhatsApp, even if it says that your cousin
police officer confirms it. Only official sources! #StopBulos.”*® For the
National Police, it was clearly extremely important that people not
contribute to the viralization of this content. “We always advise people
to report them to the platform and block these users. If it is a tweet
that could be considered a crime, it must be reported. We have specific
Internet units that investigate this type of publication to detect any type
of criminal content.”

“We usually repeat this message during situations like this,” states
Carolina Gonzalez, in charge of social media at the National Police.
“But what happened in Barcelona spread enormously through Twitter,
with more than 100,000 retweets and over 5 million impressions.””

This was how a period of remediation began and little by little gained
strength in social media from the night of 17 August, leading to various
creative actions by the “two producing subjects,” from offering refuge
to people (such as #BedInBarcelona and #BedInCambrils) to sharing
images of cats with animated messages or creatively modifying the
threatening images of a Spanish member of 1515, as can be seen below.
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Corrective Actions

The resort to social media during an act of terrorism involves high levels
of emotion and expressions of compassion and solidarity as well as the
sense that when shared, pain is easier to bear.”® It is apparent that after
the terrorist attacks in Catalonia, users understood that sharing ucc and
related material could hamper the work of the police. So they instead
undertook corrective action in a process of remediation, in accordance
with Benoit’s conceptualization.®

Five categories of image repair strategies were identified: denial,
evasion of responsibility, reduction of offensiveness, corrective action,
and mortification.”” The content published and shared in response
to the terrorist attacks corresponds to “corrective action,” the fourth
strategy put forward by Benoit, which has two types: an organization
can try to correct the damage, or it can take small steps to prevent the
act from happening in the future. These two types of action can occur
together or separately. In this case, the media forwarded the requests of
the police and also reproduced the creative actions of users — a process
that continued throughout the month of August.

Creative Actions

On the night of 17 August 2017 at 19:53, El Pafs, in its supplement
“Verne,” published: “Twitter replies with cats to the police request of not
posting information on the terrorist attack in Barcelona,” referring to the
Brussels attacks in 2016, when people also responded by posting images
of cats on Twitter; at 23:22 the newspaper La Vanguardia published a
request that users not post images of the attack on Las Ramblas, also
citing as a precedent the Brussels strategy of using cats.

For her part, the mayor of Barcelona made public one of the phrases
trending on social media: #Notenemosmiedo (“we are not afraid”).”

Humour in Response to Terrorism

After the Manchester attacks on 22 May 2017 and the attacks in Barce-
lona and Cambrils in August 2017, 1s1s media (channels, publications,
and chat rooms) showed memes with the hash tag #JUSTTERROR. As
already stated, many scholars maintain that the media can actually assist
terrorists by amplifying the drama of their actions.”
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Donpimpon L4
@DonpimPPon

Los gatos piden que se deje trabajar a la policia, dejad de
difundir informacién #Barcelona

T
6:41 p. m. - 17 ago. 2017 ®
Q 335 () 336 personas estén twitteando sobre esto

Figure 12.1  Don Pimpon Cat

{3 AdaColau [ VAL
y @AdaColau

Jh> Nando Lépez &= L 4
@Nando_Lopez_

No demos info a los terroristas. Sigamos ejemplos como el
de Bélgica, que llend Twitter de imagenes de gatos
#Barcelona #LaRambla

6:43 p. m. - 17 ago. 2017 @

O 12mil O 1,8 mil personas estan twitteando sobre esto

Figure 12.2  Nando Lépez Cat

#NoTincPor #NoTenimPor #NoTenemosMiedo

#WeAreNotAfraid #Barcelona

2 Fo
12:40 PM - Aug 18, 2017

Q 34K O 2K people are Tweeting about this

Figure 12.3  Ada Colau, #Wearenotaffraid

On Telegram, 1515 propagates jihadi publications such as Dabiq
(the Islamic word for Armageddon), al-Naba’ (a weekly magazine/
pamphlet), and Rumiyab (Rome). After the Barcelona attack, posts
began appearing on Amagq (a sort of Daesh news agency), which were
then disseminated through Telegram: “Amaq agency: those responsible
for the attacks on Barcelona were soldiers of the Islamic State, who
responded to the calls to attack the countries of the coalition.””

The second message from the group no longer attempted to establish
alink between the events in Barcelona and Cambrils but rather set out to
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spread false news. This is why the only audiovisual product made from
these terrorist attacks in Catalonia was a video by the Wilaya Khayr
titled: “The beginning of the torment: the conquest of Barcelona,” which
appeared on the Internet almost a week after the first attack.”® And in
order that this message have greater impact on Spanish public opinion,
for the first time the Islamic State used two Spanish-speaking soldiers
as their spokespersons.” The few sentences used in this short video are
pronounced in a Spanish difficult to understand for a Spanish-speaking
audience, and this led to reactions such as jokes and memes.

On Twitter, the best-known hashtags were #Tomasa and #ElCordobés,
referring to the mother and the nickname of one of the jihadists.

Conclusions

In most cases, the information about the ugc material used by the two
Spanish newspapers in this analysis was clear in terms of authorship
and respect for the victims and the audience. Some of this uGc material
was among the most violent, specifically a live broadcast of a police
officer killing a terrorist, with the screams of nearby people in the
background. This material corresponds to the images of fear and terror
from Nacos’s argument that “architects of terrorism exploit the media
for the benefit of their operational efficiency, information gathering,
recruitment, fund raising, and propaganda schemes.”® This material
could have been presented in a different manner.

This is also in accordance with the argument put forward by Altheide
that reporting on terrorism, including the images used in that reporting,
is often linked to victimization narratives that tend to spread fear.”” Future
research on this subject should analyze these uGc images in greater
depth in order to develop more and better tools for studying audiovisual
material related to terrorism, so as to evaluate to what degree it benefits
the audience (keeping in mind vicarious trauma) and the police forces,
and whether in fact it empowers the terrorist groups. Along the same
lines, we agree with Zimmer, who argues that “just because personal
information is made available in some fashion on a social network, it
does not mean it is fair game for capture and release to all””® Cooper
examines this same point, stating that all too often the (journalist’s) focus
is on obtaining copyright approval rather than engaging in conversation
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with a (possibly) traumatized individual. Hence it is important for new
protocols and recommendations to be implemented for ucc material
used by the media and related to acts of terrorism, in which clear rules
are laid down as to, for example, sound editing (avoiding insults and the
cries of children in the midst of the tragedy). Also, the media should
keep in mind the point made by the cac-ajc as to the need to avoid
using stock images of previous terrorist attacks, as this makes no positive
contribution to the audience and especially to the victims. Different
sorts of messages could benefit people in the midst of a tragedy who
are attempting to reduce their anxiety and fear.

In turn, it is necessary to analyze the possibility of creating trans-
disciplinary” teams when covering these sorts of tragedies: teams made
up of psychologists, specialists in media psychology, positive psychology,
and trauma, who join the efforts of journalists when decisions are being
made about images, video editing, and news items. It is also necessary
to make progress in the constitution of transdisciplinary teams, which
are activated during a crisis and take part in the selection and editing of
UGC material to be published by media. In this way, concrete changes
in the production and dissemination of images of terrorist attacks can
be promoted and tangible recommendations can be made for users who
produce this type of material, warning them of the effects of vicarious
trauma, among other things.

Regarding the actions of institutions like the Spanish police as they
relate to posting information for citizens or recommendations to social
media users, and the responses of the population to these requests,
we observe what we have called a remediation that corresponded to a
corrective and committed action: to stop posting images of the terrorist
attacks and to redefine the actions of citizens. These actions allowed
the police to make progress in their investigations and to observe and
corroborate the support of citizens on social media.

Finally, faced with the messages of confirmation and threats from
the terrorist group weeks after the terrorist attacks, citizens took a
unified and active stance on social media, mainly using humour and
in some cases irony as a way of demonstrating that they had no fear of
the threats. This type of response could serve as the basis for a compre-
hensive analysis of the possible resilient reactions of a society faced with
terrorism via social media - reactions that merit study in greater depth.
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Appendix

Note: RvA: Respect for the Victims and the Audience; unc: Unclear

EL PAIS NEWSPAPER

Date

Hour

Analyzed media
Story headline
Number of videos
Video length
Views
Authorship

Criteria analysis
Link

Criteria analyses

18 August 2017

11:09:00

EL PAfS

Eight outrageous attacks in Europe in the last year
1

00:02:58

0:02:58: 28,741 views on Youtube El Pais.

Toby Melville (REUTERS) Reuters-Quality

It does not meet the criteria for victims as it takes stock videos of
previous terrorist attacks.

https://elpais.com/politica/2017/08/17/actualidad/1502984651_
363806.html?autoplay=1

Sources: YES; RVA: NO

Date

Hour

Analyzed media
Story headline

Number of videos
Video length
Authorship

Views

Criteria analysis

Link

Criteria analyses

18 August 2017
11:11:00
EL PAfs

The first images of La Rambla after the massive outrage in
Barcelona

2
First video: 00.01.11; Second video: 00:00:14

First video: No source in the first; Second video: @jorDIPC,
@DELTA_CEROO, @OLIVERYANES

00.01.11: No views registered/available online; 0:00:14: No views
registered/available online

The first video is about the Rambla in Barcelona; the van and
police personnel are observed. In the second video, people are seen
walking in the areas surrounding the Rambla.

https://elpais.com/elpais/2017/08/17/videos/1502985217_019303.
html?autoplay=1

First video: Sources: NO; RVA: YES;
Second video: Sources: YES; RVA: YES



https://elpais.com/elpais/2017/08/17/videos/1502985217_019303.html?autoplay=1
https://elpais.com/politica/2017/08/17/actualidad/1502984651_363806.html?autoplay=1
https://elpais.com/elpais/2017/08/17/videos/1502985217_019303.html?autoplay=1
https://elpais.com/politica/2017/08/17/actualidad/1502984651_363806.html?autoplay=1
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Date

Hour

Analyzed media
Story headline
Number of videos
Video length
Authorship
Views

Criteria analysis

Link

Criteria analyses

18 August 2017

11:50:00

EL PAfs

Press review, the terrorist attack in Barcelona goes around the world
1

00.02:00

Reuters/Quality

00.02:00: 27,729 views on Youtube El Pais

The video shows the main buildings in the world lit up with the
colors of the Spanish flag. Messages from leaders showing solidarity
and people interviewed. It is a mix of uGC images and media.

https://elpais.com/politica/2017/08/18/actualidad/1503023961_
785254.html?autoplay=1

Sources: YES; RVA: YES

Date

Hour

Analyzed media
Story headline
Number of videos
Video length
Authorship
Views

Criteria analysis

Link

Criteria analyses

18 August 18 2017

12:33:00

EL PATS

“What I've seen is a real disaster”

1

00.02:28 mins

David Armengou, EFE

0:02:28: 139,735 views on Youtube El Pais

On this day, this message appears for the first time WARNING:
“This video may hurt your sensitivity” “The images have been
processed to preserve the identity of the victims” 00.00:22 a group
of people is observed in the Rambla after the attack (blurred
images of the victims) and children crying. 00:02:04 UGC images
of Cambrils, terrorists shot down on the floor at dawn; “Mother
fuckers” says one of the users.

https://elpais.com/ccaa/2017/08/17/catalunya/1502988257_
907304.html?autoplay=1

Sources: YES; RVA: NO



https://elpais.com/ccaa/2017/08/17/catalunya/1502988257_907304.html?autoplay=1
https://elpais.com/politica/2017/08/18/actualidad/1503023961_785254.html?autoplay=1
https://elpais.com/ccaa/2017/08/17/catalunya/1502988257_907304.html?autoplay=1
https://elpais.com/politica/2017/08/18/actualidad/1503023961_785254.html?autoplay=1

Criteria analysis

Special note

Link

Criteria analyses
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Date 18 August 2017
Hour 14:43:00
Analyzed media EL PAfs
Story headline The Islamic State assumes responsibility for the Barcelona attack
Number of videos 1
Video length 00:02:12
Authorship Andrés Dalmaou EFE / EPV
Views 0:02:12: No views registered/available online

00: 00:14/15 families run in search of a relative and are looking
at the bodies lying on the floor trying to recognize them. A man
is heard shouting “Ignacio !!” 00:01:34 A family with children,
the woman assists on the ground a person who could be her
companion. 00.01:42 account of a person who experienced the
attack on the Rambla: “there were fatal victims covered in blood”

https://elpais.com/politica/2017/08/17/actualidad/1502998376_
827427 html?autoplay=1

Sources: YES; RVA: NO

Date

Hour

Analyzed media
Story headline
Number of videos
Video length
Authorship
Views

Criteria analysis

Notes
Link

Criteria analyses

18 August 2017

16:08:00

EL PAfs

1515 kills 14 people in the attacks in Barcelona and Cambrils
1

00:02:24

0:02:24: 24,346 views on Youtube El Pais

On this day, this message appears for the first time WARNING:
“This video may hurt your sensitivity” “The images have been
processed to preserve the identity of the victims.” It uses many
UGC images previously published; we again hear children crying,
people running desperately down the Rambla in search of a
relative.

This repetition (of certain Ucc images) could play a role in
revictimizing the victims.

https://elpais.com/politica/2017/08/18/actualidad/1503057015_
975618.html?autoplay=1

Sources: UNC; RVA: NO



https://elpais.com/politica/2017/08/18/actualidad/1503057015_975618.html?autoplay=1
https://elpais.com/politica/2017/08/17/actualidad/1502998376_827427.html?autoplay=1
https://elpais.com/politica/2017/08/18/actualidad/1503057015_975618.html?autoplay=1
https://elpais.com/politica/2017/08/17/actualidad/1502998376_827427.html?autoplay=1
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Date

Hour

Analyzed media
Story headline
Number of videos
Video length
Authorship
Views

Criteria analysis
Notes
Link

Criteria analyses

18 August 2017

16:57:00

EL PAfs

A terrorist attack in Barcelona causes at least 13 deaths
1

00:02:28

Andreu Dalmau

0:02:28: 139,735 views on Youtube El Pais

WARNING: “This video may hurt your sensitivity” “The images
have been processed to preserve the identity of the victims.”

It is the same audiovisual material published at 12:33 but it
accompanies another type of news.

https://elpais.com/ccaa/2017/08/17/catalunya/1502982054_017639.
html?autoplay=1

Sources: YES; RVA: NO

Date

Hour

Analyzed media
Story headline

Number of videos
Video length
Authorship

Views

Criteria analysis

Special note
Link

Criteria analyses

18 August 2017
18:26:00
EL PATS

The Mossos kill five terrorists who planned a new massacre in
Cambrils

1
00:01:50

AP Video:EPV

0:01:50: No views registered/available online

Some images have already been published before about Cambrils
attacks. 01:28 “Mother fuckers, they carried explosives,” in
references to the terrorists already killed by the police

Parts of edited videos that were also published by La Vanguardia
are observed.

https://elpais.com/ccaa/2017/08/18/catalunya/1503014552_
393278.html

Sources: YES; RVA: NO



https://elpais.com/ccaa/2017/08/18/catalunya/1503014552_393278.html
https://elpais.com/ccaa/2017/08/17/catalunya/1502982054_017639.html?autoplay=1
https://elpais.com/ccaa/2017/08/18/catalunya/1503014552_393278.html
https://elpais.com/ccaa/2017/08/17/catalunya/1502982054_017639.html?autoplay=1
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Date 18 August 2017
Hour 21:40:00
Analyzed media EL PAfs
Story headline A single agent of the Mossos killed four of the terrorists in Cambrils
Number of videos 1
Video length 00:01:13
Authorship A neighbor from Cambrils
Views 0:01:13: No views registered/available onlin

Criteria analysis

Link

Criteria analyses

The video begins with the message: WARNING: “This video may
hurt your sensitivity” “The images have been processed to preserve
the identity of the victims.” The authors of the videos are not
specified but the body of the note reads “Video recorded by a
Cambrils neighbor” Inappropriate vocabulary: “What the fuck”

https://elpais.com/politica/2017/08/18/actualidad/1503059332
365185.html

Sources: UNC; RVA: UNC

LA VANGUARDIA NEWSPAPER

Date

Hour

Analyzed media
Story headline

Number of videos
Video length

Views

Authorship

Criteria analysis

Note

Link

Criteria analyses

18 August 2017
5:18:00
LA VANGUARDIA

A massive accident leaves 13 dead and a hundred injured in an
attack on the Rambla in Barcelona

2
First video: 00:02:03; Second video: 00:00:14

First video: 0:02:03: 548,429 views on Youtube Lv;
Second video: 0:00:14: 539,688 views on Youtube Lv

LA VANGUARDIA

In the first video at 00:00:54 the camera gets very close to the
surviving victims who are on the floor receiving assistance from
other passers-by, invasive. There is no message of “Warning”
advising the public of sensitive material. If the video is observed
on Youtube, the warning of the “Youtube Community” appears.
The second video is a general view of the scene of the attack.

According to cac Ajc “The surviving victims of an act of
terrorism are intitled to privacy (...) images must be edited to
ensure that nobody can be recognised.” If the video is observed on
Youtube, the warning of the “Youtube Community” appears.

https://www.lavanguardia.com/sucesos/20170817/43611025471/
atentado-barcelona-rambla.html

First video: Sources: YES; RVA: NO.
Second video: Sources: UNCL; RVA: YES



https://www.lavanguardia.com/sucesos/20170817/43611025471/atentado-barcelona-rambla.html
https://elpais.com/politica/2017/08/18/actualidad/1503059332_365185.html
https://www.lavanguardia.com/sucesos/20170817/43611025471/atentado-barcelona-rambla.html
https://elpais.com/politica/2017/08/18/actualidad/1503059332_365185.html
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Date

Hour

Analyzed media
Story headline

Number of videos
Video length

Views

Authorship

Criteria analysis

Link

Criteria analyses

18 August 2017
9:13:00 / Updated at 13:07:00
LA VANGUARDIA

Mossos kill five terrorists in Cambrils trying to cause
another massacre.

2
First video: 00:00:42; Second video: 00:00:43

First video: 0:00:52: 1,209,720 views on Youtube LV;
Second video: 0:00:43: 2,413,183 views on Youtube LV

LA VANGUARDIA

First video, 00:00:27 “Sons of bitches; 00:00:29 “Sons of of bitches,
they were carrying explosives!” While showing the image of

the 4 bodies of the terrorists killed on the floor. Innapropriate
vocabulary. No “Warning” message about the images. If the

first video is observed on Youtube, the warning of the “Youtube
Community” appears. Second video, 00:00:18 the first shot is
heard, followed by others, screams, sirens. No “Warning” message
about the images.

https://www.lavanguardia.com/sucesos/20170818/43622086026/
cambrils-atentado-barcelona.html

First video: Sources: UNCL; RVA: NO.
Second video: Sources: UNCL; RVA: NO

Date

Hour

Analyzed media
Story headline

Number of videos
Video length
Authorship

Views

Criteria analysis

Link

Criteria analyses

18 August 2017
18:09 updated 19:06
LA VANGUARDIA

Josep Anglada attacks a Vic councilor during the minute of silence
for the attacks

1
00: 00:51

NacioDigital

0:00:51: 281,966 Views on Youtube Naci6Digital

The tension between two people is observed. One takes a sign
away from the other that says “Jihadists get out of Catalonia.”

https://www.lavanguardia.com/politica/20170818/43633583556/
josep-anglada-agrede-regidor-vic-durante-minuto-silencio-
atentados.html

Sources: YES; RVA: YES



https://www.lavanguardia.com/politica/20170818/43633583556/josep-anglada-agrede-regidor-vic-durante-minuto-silencio-atentados.html
https://www.lavanguardia.com/politica/20170818/43633583556/josep-anglada-agrede-regidor-vic-durante-minuto-silencio-atentados.html
https://www.lavanguardia.com/sucesos/20170818/43622086026/cambrils-atentado-barcelona.html
https://www.lavanguardia.com/politica/20170818/43633583556/josep-anglada-agrede-regidor-vic-durante-minuto-silencio-atentados.html
https://www.lavanguardia.com/sucesos/20170818/43622086026/cambrils-atentado-barcelona.html
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representative bodies of journalism at the national level. FAPE was the

first professional journalists’ organization in the country and has forty-
nine federated associations and seventeen associated bodies that together
represent about 19,000 journalists (FAPE, 2020). FAPE’s Code of Conduct
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was approved in 1993 and updated in 2017. At a regional level, the
Declaration of Principles of the Profession of Journalism, comparable to

the Code of Catalan Journalists, was approved on 1 November 1992 by the
Catalan Journalists’ College and the Advisory Council of the organization,
on which the various communications media in Catalonia are represented.
They agreed on the need for the profession of journalism to promote a
collective initiative aimed at reasserting the right to freedom of expression
and information and defending the existence of a free and responsible press
within a plural and democratic society.

Other studies and guidelines for the media coverage of terrorist acts in Spain
can be found, such as the one put forward by Rivas-Nieto and Plaza, “Pautas
para la cobertura periodistica 1208), aimed at contributing to reducing the
margin of error “through the drawing up of a renewed and concise list of
principles for those covering terrorism,” to which other work published

on the media and terrorism can be added (Torres, “El tratamiento»;
Sanchez-Duarte, “Narrativas y portavoces’; Sanchez-Duarte and Sampedro
“Visibilidad medidtica”; Caminos et al., “Jerarquizacion”; Armentia and
Caminos, “The Basque Press”; Caminos et al., “El asesinato”; Caminos et al.,
“Los diarios vascos”; although analytical studies on how to inform about
terrorist attacks are fewer (Soria and Giner, El secuestro terrorista; Soria,
Prensa, paz, violencia; Diaz-Campos et al., “Los atentados terroristas.
EGM-AIMC, “Newspaper Ranking”

Ibid.

Bernal and Carvajal, “Presence;” 33.

El Pais, “Asi fue abatido”

CAC-CPC, Recomanacions sobre la cobertura informativa dactes terroristes, 8.
Matthews, “Media Performance”; Wardle et al., Amateur Footage.
Rappaport, “Studies in Empowerment.”

Derrida, “Of Grammatology,” in Bolter and Grusin.

Bolter and Grusin, “Mediation and Remediation,” 54.

Otto, Carlos, Por qué no debes difundir imdgenes”

Policia Nacional, “La Policia Nacional alerta”

El Plural, “Asi se gestiond”

Schudson, “What’s Unusual” Keinan et al., “Attitudes and Reactions.”
Benoit, “Image Repair Discourse.”

Ibid.

El Pais, “Asi fue abatido”

Barnett and Reynolds, Terrorism and the Press.

MAITIC, “Analysis of 1515’s Claims of Responsibility.”
Torres-Soriano, El estado de la yihad online.
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75 One of them presented himself as Abu Lais al-Qurdubi (Abu Lais el
Cordobés), although his real name is Muhammad Yasin Ahram Pérez,
the son of a Spanish mother and Moroccan father, who left for Syria
in 2013 to join the jihadist ranks. The other member of the terrorist
network appeared with his face hidden and presented himself as Abu
Salman al Andalusi (O’Connor, Isis Calls on Muslims).

76 Nacos, Terrorism/Counterterrorism. In Bilgen, “Terrorism and the
Media,” 1.

77 Altheide, Terror Post 9/11.

78 Zimmer, “But the data is already public,” 323.

79 Transdisciplinarity concerns “what is both between disciplines,
through various disciplines and beyond any discipline. Its aim
is the comprehension of the present world in which one of the
imperatives is the unity of knowledge” (Nicolescu, “Methodology of
Transdisciplinarity;” 23).
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What’s Trending?

The Influence of Twitter and Instagram Agendas
on Online News Portals in Ghana

EUGENE BROWN NYARKO AGYEI AND SARAH AKROFI-QUARCOO

After a photo of a primary school teacher who used a blackboard version
of Microsoft Office to teach his students information and communica-
tion technology (1cT) went viral in January 2018, the news dynamics
in Ghana related to education changed for several weeks. The entire
conversation had started with a tweet from a person who had copied
the post from Facebook and tagged international organizations and
brands like Microsoft and Google. The tweet became a news item on
major news networks like the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC),
The Guardian (Ux), Cable News Network (cNN), Tech Crunch, and
Joy News Channel in Ghana. Social media agendas may have played
a key role in influencing mainstream media in this period. The story
subsequently raised a lot of issues regarding Ghana’s education system.

Ghana is a multiparty democracy with an executive form of govern-
ment. This means that several political parties struggle for power every
four years. They do this by campaigning on various issues, including
education. In the absence of a clear national policy on education,
successive governments have relied on promises made in their party
manifestos to address the issues relating to the sector, often ignoring
pertinent discussions and reforms that could transform it. A major
challenge in Ghana’s education sector is poor infrastructure.

Ghana’s return to democratic governance in the early 1990s after two
decades of military rule has led to immense changes in the country’s
media landscape. Under the military, the traditional media (radio and
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television) and a few newspapers were state-owned; they were the
primary sources of news as well as the main agenda setters. A return
of democratic governance brought about media deregulation and lib-
eralization, freedom of expression, rule of law, and greater access to
international news. The new media landscape saw a proliferation of
traditional and new media outlets, media technologies, and devices such
as mobile telephony. In tandem with expanded ownership of media, a
new public sphere emerged that enabled greater participation in news
production/content through phone-in and talk-back programs on which
citizens could engage with political and social discourses. This in turn
influenced agenda-setting processes through social media platforms
such as Facebook and Twitter.

The rise of new media platforms such as social media and online
portals has lent an entirely new dimension to intermedia agenda setting.
Today, social media tend to influence mainstream media, and vice versa.

Intermedia Agenda Setting in Ghana

Before the emergence of news websites and social media, the concept of
intermedia agenda setting existed in the thick of mainstream media such
as newspapers, television, and radio. Private and government-owned
newspapers played a critical role in setting the news agenda. The advent
of new technology is changing these dynamics.

The rise of social media coupled with the rise of online news plat-
forms that deliver information more quickly has led to an intermedia
agenda-setting relationship between online news websites and social
media in Ghana. This chapter asks the following key questions:

1 What agendas dominate Twitter, Instagram, and online news
portals in Ghana?

2 Do the issues discussed on Twitter and Instagram influence the
content of the news portals?

3 How can we determine the issue categories (or agendas) that
dominate Twitter, Instagram, and online news portals in Ghana?
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Review of the Literature

Many recent empirical studies have lent support to the idea that issues
that form the mainstream media’s agenda may influence the public
agenda.' This is what we refer to as “agenda setting.” That concept
has been further explored by Dearing and Rogers in an attempt to
understand what influences the media’s agenda.* This in turn has led
to another aspect of the theory: intermedia agenda setting. Over time,
issues picked up by some media outlets tend to influence what other
news media put out.?

In Ghana, it is assumed that media influence has shifted: it no longer
comes solely from the mainstream media; since the liberalization of
Ghana’s media landscape, it has also been coming from online and
social media platforms*. Traditional media seem to be giving way to
a variety of online media platforms that publish news more quickly.
Additionally, social media have been emerging that enable ordinary
citizens to create and share content and to network with other people.’
Social media platforms like Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and YouTube
have positioned themselves as part of the public sphere, as important
news sources, and as platforms for public debate. In Ghana, the growth
of online media - social media in particular - has impacted the agenda-
setting function of the media in Ghana, with anecdotal evidence sug-
gesting an intermedia agenda-setting relationship between the two.

Data from the International Telecommunications Union indicate
that the Internet adoption rate in Ghana increased substantially between
2014 and 2019, from 7.9 million users in 2014 to an estimated 10.3 mil-
lion, representing about 35 per cent of Ghana’s population. This suggests
that more people are using various social media platforms, which have
become a fundamental component of the Internet. Statistics compiled
by Global Stats Counter indicate that 82.57 per cent of Ghanaians use
Facebook and 9.41 per cent use Twitter. YouTube and Instagram follow
with 2.66 per cent and 1.1 per cent, respectively. Users are now tweeting
and posting about musical concerts happening on the weekend, in
addition to trolling and lashing out at politicians. Twitter and Instagram
are gradually taking on the form of newsrooms, albeit without the
supervision of human editors. Some of the statistics presented here may
not be significant enough for scholars to easily assume that these plat-
forms are having an impact on the national discourse; that said, these
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platforms enjoy considerable engagement, with discussions ranging
from criticism of politicians, to economic and social issues, to enter-
tainment. Hashtags are increasingly employed by social media users as
they engage in particular conversations, whether they are fighting for
a cause or drawing the attention of media organizations to particular
issues. The hashtag #DoSomething, for example, was used on Twitter
and Instagram to advocate for a four-year-old girl who was the victim
of sexual assault; this prompted the media to call on authorities to act
quickly and provide justice for the girl. Every day, people tweet their
opinions, share news stories, and engage with other tweets and posts.

Twitter and Instagram accounts or handles are not limited to
individuals in Ghana. The desire to engage with consumers of news
has led media organizations to create their own user accounts. Several
media organizations in Ghana monitor the Twitter and Instagram
accounts of newsmakers and prominent personalities. Tweets and
Instagram posts of celebrities and ordinary users are used in news
stories. For instance, during the 2016 presidential elections in Ghana,
media organizations monitored the Twitter and Facebook accounts
of all the presidential candidates for days, up to the declaration of
the results. Some of their posts were written as scripts and used for
radio and television news stories, complete with screenshots of the
messages. Currently, almost all media organizations in Ghana that
operate online have active social media pages through which they
share content such as live news feeds, photos, and short clips. The
reporters for the online media in turn monitor what their followers
are discussing to get fresh leads on stories.

Several traditional media organizations that operate television, radio,
and newspapers have vibrant online portals that publish stories before
they are disseminated on other platforms. In the process, they have
become more interactive, incorporating live blogs of events, social
media user posts, and amateur videos into their online feeds. Links to
and excerpts from stories are usually shared on social media for further
discussion among and reaction from social media users. Sometimes
these interactions give online media organizations other leads to follow.
They also connect reporters to other offline sources, besides providing
quotes to include in news stories.® In view of all this, and given how
much engagement takes place on social media, journalists are constantly
looking to tap into social media’s news-gathering potential, seeing it as a
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new tool for engaging audiences and distributing the news more quickly.
Issues that are trending on social media are eventually developed from
different angles as major news stories for online news websites. In light
of all this, social media today have some influence over the content
online media outlets produce. All of this has raised the old question of
who sets the media’s agenda.

Methodology and Data Collection

This study takes a mixed-method approach, making use of quantitative
content analysis for tweets, Instagram posts, and news stories as well as
qualitative content analysis for interviews. In addition to Twitter and
Instagram, this chapter has sampled the top five online news portals
based on rankings by Alexa, an online platform that measures a web-
site’s popularity based on available data by region or category. These
websites are Myjoyonline.com, Yen.com.gh, Ghananewsagency.org,
Pulse.com.gh, and Citinewsroom.com, in no particular order. Also,
editors from two of the five news websites were interviewed about the
quantitative data gathered. The study spanned a two-week period from
17 to 31 March 2019. The study period was divided into four time spans,
with a time lag of one day. Several studies have shown that a one-day
time lag interval is appropriate for online intermedia agenda setting to
occur. The time spans are as follows: 17 to 18 March 2019, 21 to 23 March
2019, 25 to 27 March 2019, and 29 to 31 March 2019.

The daily time frame was from 6:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m. An extended
daily time frame was chosen because online media mostly publish
throughout the day. Additionally, social media do not have starting
and closing times, like offical newsrooms.

Taking a daily monitoring approach, all the trending tweets and
Instagram posts that appeared on the two social media platforms during
the time span and the daily time frame were collected. For Twitter, the
tweets included in the dataset were part of the top ten trending topics
within the time frame under consideration and had been retweeted
or liked more than twenty times. At any time, Twitter gives users the
opportunity to see the top trending topics being discussed in their
country on the platform. Under these trending topics were various
tweets that pointed to the same issue. For Instagram, the posts were
items that appeared in the “explore” section within the time period.
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Figure 13.1  Cross-lagged correlation panel

Quantitative data were analyzed using Statistical Packages for
Social Sciences (spss) to identify frequencies in data for the first level.
On the second level, a cross-lagged time-series correlation with the
Rozelle-Campbell baseline analysis was conducted on the data. This
helped us explore the intermedia agenda-setting influences across the
four main time spans. The Rozelle-Campbell baseline analysis helped
measure the transfer of salience across the two-week period on the
various media platforms. Basically, the analysis focused on how salience
was transferred among Twitter, Instagram, and the selected online news
portals during the time frame. The cross-lagged correlation also helped
us investigate how the three media platforms influenced one another
on specific issues within different time spans.

The assumption made by the cross-lagged correlation is that if media
X (Twitter, for example) influences media Y (online news websites)
more than media Y influences media X, then media X at time 1 (Monday
and Tuesday) correlated with media Y at time 2 (Thursday and Friday)
should be higher than media X at time 2 and media Y at time 1.” If there
is a positive correlation, then intermedia agenda setting has occurred.
In our study, various media were sampled across four time spans to
calculate for correlation.

For the qualitative aspect of this study, two editors from the sampled
news websites were interviewed. Transcripts of the semi-structured,
in-depth interviews of the two editors were analyzed thematically to
find patterns in the data that were of interest to the study and that
contributed new dynamics to the quantitative data.
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Findings and Discussion

Overall, twelve themes were identified from the Twitter and Instagram
posts in the relevant time frames and categorized as the issue topics
in a pre-study data collection over forty-eight hours. Some related
themes were merged to give the issues a wider scope. Below are the
issue categories:

1 Elections, electoral violence, and vigilantism. News articles, tweets,
and posts related to electoral violence; for example, the Ayawaso
by-election violence, political party vigilantism, the electoral
commission, and presidential polls.

2 Politics, corruption, and governance. News articles, tweets, and
posts related to corrupt officials, local governance, misappropria-
tion of funds, ministries, new government projects, etc.

3 Economy, depreciation of the cedi (the Ghanaian currency), and
employment. News, tweets, and posts related to the economic
crisis, businesses, new economic policies, labour strikes,
unemployment issues, the fall of the cedi, the government’s
promises to rescue the cedi, the cedi/dollar rate, etc.

4 Security, kidnapping, and crime. News and posts related to kidnap-
pings, violence, robbery, mobile money scams, etc.

5 Electricity, energy, and transport. News, tweets, and posts related
to power cuts, PDS, ECG, ‘dumsor” (intermittent power cuts that
happened in Ghana between 2013 and 2016), accidents, road
issues, traffic problems, energy, etc.

6 Entertainment and celebrity scandals. News, tweets and posts
related to entertainment, celebrity scandals, celebrity lifestyles,
gossip, music, etc.

7 Education, youth, and technology. News, tweets, and posts related
to free sus, law school and teacher trainee licensure exams,
the double-track system, teacher association strikes, education
policies, etc.

8 Foreign and local sports. News, tweets, and posts related to
football, athletics, foreign sports, local league, football stars,
Ghana Football Association committee reports, African Cup of
Nations, etc.
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9 Social issues. News, tweets, and posts related to women’s and men’s
issues, children, domestic violence, empowerment of women, sex,
relationship issues, etc.

10 Religion and spirituality. News, tweets, and posts related to church
issues, religious views by prominent people, controversial spiritual
issues, etc.

11 Foreign news commentary. News, tweets, and posts about
other countries, crises in other countries commented on by
Ghanaians, etc.

12 Health, lifestyle, and sanitation. News, tweets, and posts about
health issues, lifestyle, sanitation, flooding, and sanitation-
related matters.

At the end of the two-week period (four time spans), a total of 1,796
items were coded from Twitter, Instagram, and the selected online news
websites.® Of the 1,796 units analyzed, 845 were posts from the selected
online news websites, representing 42.7 per cent of the entire number
of items. Twitter followed closely with 42 per cent. Instagram had the
lowest number of posts. Generally, the frequency of issue coverage
from one time span to another tended to fluctuate. The table below
offers insight into the frequency of the various issue categories on all
three media.

What Agendas Dominate on Social
and Online Media in Ghana?

One objective of this chapter is to determine the issue categories
(agendas) that dominate Twitter, Instagram, and online news websites in
Ghana. Findings based on the frequency distribution table in table 13.1
show that even though some issue categories overlapped on the agendas
of Twitter, Instagram, and the news websites, their ranking differed
completely on each of the platforms. Agendas related to “entertainment
and celebrity scandal,” however, were at the top of the agenda for all
three media. Those issues on the three media constituted 19.3 per cent
of the total data collected within the period. Brannock Cox’s 2014 study’
found that online news media were more interested in topics such as
legal issues and crime, accidents and disasters, politics, the economy,
governance, and international events; the sampled online media in
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Ghana did not follow that pattern. This indicates that online media,
although still focused on “conventional” news categories, are becoming
more inclined to cover unconventional news such as celebrity scan-
dals and gossip, health, and lifestyle topics. As has been suggested by
anecdotal evidence, this means that online news media have become
more of a business venture in which the owners rely on revenue from
pay-per-view and pay-per-click advertising to maintain their websites.
Typically, the only way to keep a site running and to gain more adver-
tising revenue is to get more clicks and views. To do this, a site must
cover trending issues on social media in addition to its regular content
to get more views, which will translate into revenue.

The findings also indicate that of the two sampled social media,
Twitter has a greater interest in issues relating to politics, corruption,
governance, economy, electricity, and transportation. This finding
corroborates a 2016 conclusion by a How Africa Tweets report that
argued that Africans on Twitter were more likely to discuss or share
regular news topics such as those relating to politics and governance
than Twitter users in some parts of the West. However, in contrast to
previous studies by Bakan and Melek,"” who concluded that attention
on social media is likely to follow the online news media agenda during
significant events such as elections, natural disasters, or anything of
national interest, this study finds that Ghanaian users of social media
platforms like Twitter were still concerned about regular news issues on
“routine” news days. Interestingly, the “social issues” category received
a relatively large amount of attention on Instagram. The most discussed
topics on Instagram during the same period were related to gender, sex,
and relationships, a departure from the existing notion that Instagram
was used mainly to share glamorous photos and videos. This means that
Instagram is gradually joining Twitter in becoming a social discussion
platform on which people do more than update their pages with photos
of what is happening in their lives. The comment section, as identified
by this chapter, is a major field of discourse for several users. This ties
in with Towner and Munoz’s 2017 study," which found that political
candidates in the 2016 US presidential elections used Instagram, posting
many of their campaign messages in the form of images.

The implication for future research is that new social media plat-
forms that operate differently from Twitter and Facebook should be paid
more attention in agenda-setting research. Aside from these findings,
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the number of social issues that received attention on the two social
media platforms suggests that more people were willing to discuss
issues relating to sex, gender, and relationships on the Internet. This
finding supports previous research findings by Roberts and colleagues,”
who argue that people are likely to discuss issues they view as sensitive
(e.g., domestic violence) on the Internet even when such issues are not
receiving attention on other mainstream media.

Do Twitter and Instagram Influence
the Agendas of Online News?

To ascertain the influence of Twitter and Instagram on the agendas of
online media, which is the major objective of this study, cross-lagged
correlations were conducted to measure the influence among all the
media sampled. The cross-lagged correlation established that the agenda
on social media — Twitter and Instagram - influenced the agenda of the
news websites most of the time. Analysis of the data provided evidence
that some of the influences were reciprocal, while others were direct
and clear, suggesting that within some time spans, a particular media’s
agenda clearly predicted the agenda of the other. Twitter’s influence
on the news websites was usually stronger than Instagram’s except for
some time periods in the cross-lagged panels, in which Instagram also
exerted some influence. For instance, the correlation coefficient between
Twitter at time 1 and the news websites at time 2 (r = .951, ...01, indicated
in figure 13.2) showed a very strong influence of Twitter, whereas it
showed a rather weak correlation of the reverse, that is between the
news websites at time 1 and Twitter at time 2 (r = .008, ...01).

The cross-lagged correlations seem to suggest that the “Twitter-
sphere” in Ghana has a strong intermedia agenda-setting capability; its
online actors’ activities such as tweeting, retweeting, and commenting
direct reporters’ attention to issues on various topics. Their activity,
although somehow passive, directs online news editors regarding the
various angles they can use to cover certain issues while giving them a
sense of what the public agenda may be directed toward at any given
time. In one of the interviews with an online editor at Yen.com.gh,
the editor indicated that social media trends can influence reporting
schedules for the day in their newsroom. Journalists are given new
beats based on Twitter trends in the morning: “Sometimes you have
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Figure 13.2 The transfer of salience between Twitter
and the news websites across the various time spans

your plans for the next day, but you wake up in the morning and you
realize there is something trending and then you push aside whatever
you have and cash in on what is trending”

Respondent 2 (R2GNA), an editor with the Ghana News Agency,
admitted that social media influenced some of their reporting activ-
ities. She added that the Ghana News Agency - the country’s official
news agency - only pays attention to social media trends that are of
public interest: “We don’t necessarily say that we are checking social
media for news, but if an issue is trending on social media and it is of
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Figure 13.3 The transfer of salience between
Instagram and the news websites across all time spans

public interest, yes, my news organization will always be interested in
following up.”

Twitter showed a strong influence on the news websites; Instagram’s
influence on the news websites was low. However, there was slightly
higher influence of the news websites on Instagram between time 3
and time 4, as seen in figure 13.3. The influence was not strong enough
to have affected all the discussions on Instagram at the time. However,
contrast this finding with that of a study by Towner and Munoz,” who
found that the Instagram posts about the 2016 US presidential elections



282  Eugene Brown Nyarko Agyei and Sarah Akrofi-Quarcoo

predicted the issue agenda in newspapers. Even so, they concluded
that the posts by Hilary Clinton, the presidential candidate for the
Democratic Party, more readily influenced and predicted the main-
stream newspaper agenda. This suggests that even though Instagram
is in its early stages, its influence on mainstream media may depend
on context and issues.

Twitter and Instagram a Greater Force
of Intermedia Agenda Setting

When analyzed as a single force, Twitter and Instagram together dis-
played a stronger influence on the news websites, except for one of
the cross-lagged panels, in which the news websites seemed to have
influenced the agenda on social media slightly between time 3 and
time 4. This could be because not all the news websites in Ghana,
however prompt they are at breaking the news, run a full-time 24/7
cycle, so social media networking platforms will inevitably be first in
breaking news. Weimann and Brosius’s study argues that due to the
pace at which many social media networking sites operate, they may
have the potential to influence the agenda of traditional news outlets
as well.* This returns us to the idea of intermedia agenda setting, in
which the news media, while busily influencing the public agenda,
are themselves being influenced by the agendas of other media. The
study found that Twitter and Instagram are beginning to play the role
of regular news media, whose activities influence the news selection
preferences of online media. As has been argued by McCombs and
colleagues,” new dynamics are developing in intermedia agenda setting,
especially with the diffusion of new and social media. Technological
advances have allowed public discussion of issues that would usually
have occurred offline to appear on social media - a new platform for
public debate — subsequently influencing the agendas of other media.
The original agenda-setting theory itself did not anticipate the rapid
growth of social media.

After looking at the influence of both Twitter and Instagram on
the news websites, it was prudent to consider whether the two social
media platforms exert the same influence on each other. The research
found that Twitter and Instagram did in fact do so, although Twitter’s
influence was stronger most of the time. It is interesting that during
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some of the time spans, users on the two social media platforms were
interested in different issues. This may be because Twitter lends itself to
more “serious” public debate among highly active users. Twitter users
are more diverse than Instagram users. Anecdotally, in Ghana, a lot of
politicians, celebrities, religious leaders, heads of civil society organ-
izations, and others are more likely to be found on Twitter. Instagram
seems more likely to encourage people to share personal experiences
and opinions. Other people can only comment on the main post on
the original poster’s feed, whereas on Twitter, users can retweet to their
own timeline, comment under the tweet, or share and comment at the
same time (this called a “quote retweet”). Another factor could be that
on Instagram, all posts are images rather than text.

Conclusion

With the growing use of Twitter and Instagram in Ghana, coupled
with the rise of online news websites, the findings and discussions
in this chapter clearly indicate the importance of social media to
mainstream media activities. A key finding in this chapter is that in
Ghana, most of the issue agendas on Twitter and Instagram reflected
the agendas of the online news websites. Another key finding is that
issues relating to the economy, politics, electricity (power), governance,
and corruption, which were seen as conventional topics for online
news websites, dominated the agendas on Twitter and Instagram. This
challenges existing studies suggesting that social media users are only
concerned about trivial issues. Entertainment and celebrity scandals,
which were once viewed as “specialty” topics for social media, are
gradually gaining a bigger share in online media.

Interestingly, the study found that Instagram is gradually becoming
a news-gathering platform. Interviews with the two editors suggested
that they sometimes look to that platform for news content. This chap-
ter recommends that reporters explore Instagram as a new venue for
gathering leads for news stories, from the perspective of the ordinary
person. Although the agenda found on social media is ephemeral by
nature, this chapter suggests that journalists and editors could pay more
attention to social media for leads and sources.

Furthermore, this study found that Twitter and Instagram together
had a strong intermedia agenda-setting influence on news websites. The
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findings also indicate that of the two social media platforms, Twitter’s
influence was greater, although the two platforms were sometimes
concerned about different issue agendas at the same point in time.

This chapter has demonstrated that the news media no longer wield
the sole power to set the news agenda and that audiences have become
more active and less passive, as some early communication theories
have suggested. The power of the news media lies in their ability to
refine and propagate the agendas of Internet users and bring to light
more angles on particular issues by further engaging users as a result of
their activity on social media platforms. Through social media, ordinary
citizens are contributing to and shaping media content through their
online activities.

Notes

See McCombs & Shaw, “Agenda-Setting”

Dearing and Rogers, Agenda-setting.

See Agyei, “Intermedia”

See Sikanku, “Ghana.”

See Kaplan and Haenlein, “Social”

See Agyei, “Intermedia”

The inverse is also presumed: that if media Y affects media X at time 2 more
than media X at time 2 affects media Y at time 1, then media Y should be
higher than media X at time 1 and media Y at time 2. In this study, therefore,
three cross-lagged correlations can be performed, that is, between time 1
and time 2, time 2 and time 3, and between time 3 and time 4 among the
various media sampled. For instance, if Twitter (media X) issues affect the
selected online media (media Y), then the issue agendas of Twitter at time 1
when correlated with the issue agendas of the online media at time 2 should
have a higher correlation comparing the issues on Twitter at time 2 and the
online media at time 1. In simple terms, for instance, intermedia agenda-
setting occurs if the correlation of issues discussed on Twitter (media X)
between Monday and Tuesday, and the correlation of issues published on the
selected online news portals (media Y) between Thursday and Friday was
higher than the correlation of issues published on the news websites between
Monday and Tuesday (media Y) and the issues discussed on Twitter between
Thursday and Friday. In this example, the issues being discussed on Twitter
have had an effect on the topics published by the news websites.
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The various number of issues were 276 in time 1, 617 in time 2, 527 in time 3
and 376 in time 4. Out of the four time spans, time 2 (21 March-23 March)
received the highest number of items (n=617) from all three media, making
up one third or 31.2 per cent of the data. Time 1 had the least number of
items (n=276).

Cox, “News You Need to Know?”

Bakan and Melek, “First and Second Level.”

Towner and Munoz, “Picture Perfect?”

Roberts et al., “Agenda Setting”

Towner and Munoz, “Picture Perfect?”

Weimann and Brosius, “A New Agenda”

McCombs et al., “New Directions.”
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We Are Not Parasites

Intergroup Differentiation in the User-Generated
Content of Nigerian News Media

BABATUNDE RAPHAEL OJEBUYI AND ABIODUN SALAWU

The Internet has created a digital space that enables not only traditional
journalists but also citizens to create content and interact with other
members of the online community." There is now more freedom of
expression and an expanded public space for citizens’ participation in
the political campaigns,” protests,’ and overall democratic projects of
their country.* But studies have shown that while there is now freedom
of content creation and political participation,’ the digital space has also
provided platforms for negative discourse relating to race, civil rights,
harassment, and discrimination. The notion that prevailed in the early
days of the new media, either that race does not exist on the Internet
or that cyberspace represents some sort of halcyon realm of “colour
blindness,” has turned out to be a myth.°

Scholars in a number of countries have long been examining harass-
ment, crimes, defamation, hate speech, and ethnocultural stereotypes
in cyberspace.” In Nigeria, a number of studies have focused on the
influence of social media on how Nigerian youth use traditional mass
media;® Nigerians” online stances, civic engagement, and responses to
domestic terrorist attacks;’ citizenship, participation, and computer-
mediated discourse;'* new media and negative rhetoric (Ojebuyi 2016);
the uprising of Boko Haram (a Nigerian terrorist group based in the
northeast of the country)" and online pragmatic acts by Nigerians in
response to Boko Haram;" ideology in the tweets of Boko Haram;" and
social media and political campaigns in Nigeria."* Nigeria is prone to
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crises arising from its cultural, ethnic, social, religious, and political
diversity,” yet negative online comments reflecting inter-group preju-
dices - especially when they converge in response to political news
stories at critical times such as general elections — have not received
adequate scholarly attention. This study aims to address that gap. The
core question we set out to answer is this: What forms of inter-group
differentiation do Nigerians express in their online reactions to political
stories reported by Nigerian news media? This study, then, analyzes
hateful comments posted by the online audiences of Nigerian news
media and proposes a theoretical interpretation that relates to the idea
of inter-group differentiation. The specific focus is on readers’ comments
on political news stories.

Nigeria has Africa’s highest rate of Internet use; globally, it is the
eighth most “wired” country.” Since 2001, Nigeria has been one of
the fastest-growing markets in Africa, with triple-digit growth rates.
It is also one of the biggest and fastest-growing telecom markets in
Africa, attracting huge amounts of foreign investment, and overtook
Egypt and Morocco in 2004 to become the continent’s second-
largest mobile market after South Africa.” According to Internet World
Stats, as of 25 May 2022, Nigeria recorded the second-highest number
of Facebook users (31.9 million) in Africa, and total Internet users
stood at 154.3 million, accounting for 73 per cent of the population
(by comparison, Egypt had 54.7 million users, Kenya 46.9 million,
and South Africa 34.5 million).” Given these impressive numbers, the
nature of the discourse expressed by Nigerians when they interact in
online communities must have implications for their social networking
and coexistence.

Literature Review
NIGERIAN POLITICAL HISTORY AND GROUP IDENTITY

Like many other West African countries, Nigeria was a creation of its
European colonial masters. More than 400 ethnic groups, including the
three dominant ethnic nationalities - Hausa, Yoruba, and Igbo — were
forced to coexist as a single nation."” The amalgamation of the Northern
and the Southern protectorates in 1914 through the Native Authority
System™ brought different nationalities and ethnic groups together in
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a marriage of strange bedfellows, as described by Hodgkin (1960), who
contended that Nigeria is a product of the complex histories of various
people and civilizations.

Ajetumobi posits that the emergence of the Nigerian Colonial State
was a by-product of a “fraudulent social contract” and not of a “nego-
tiated will’ of the welded parts”*" All of this means that Nigeria is a
heterogeneous entity comprising many ethnic groups and nationalities
that were yoked together to form a single artificial nation. This resulted
in a complex web of religiously, culturally, and politically diverse com-
munities. Consequently, Nigeria since it gained independence in 1960
has been on a turbulent journey marked by episodes of grave crisis
driven by divergent interests among different nationalities, religious
groups, and political alliances. Examples of such crises are the coup
détat of 1960; the counter-coup of 1966; the civil war of 1967 to 1970
between the Igbos and the rest of the country; the 12 June 1993 political
impasse that set the Yorubas of the southwest against other ethnic
groups, especially the predominant Hausa and Fulani of the north; the
Kaduna religious crises in the early 2000s, in which Christians mostly
from southern Nigeria were the targets; the Nupe-Yoruba conflict in
Kwara state in 2000; the agitation for resource control in the Niger
Delta region; the emergence of Boko Haram Islamists in the north; and
recurrent outbreaks of electoral violence.” Thus it could be inferred that
Nigeria is not a nation, but a geographical entity comprising different
groups with different identities that find their roots in religious and
ethnic differentiations, among other dividing factors such as political
and social alignments. The late literary giant from Nigeria, Chinua
Achebe, reflecting on his Igbo identity, captured how he believed his
ethnic group had struggled to survive being a target of ethnic discrimin-
ation among the various nationalities in Nigeria:

The origin of national resentment of the Igbo is as old as Nigeria
and quite as complicated ... The Igbo culture being receptive

to change, individualistic and highly competitive, gave the Igbo
man an unquestioned advantage over his compatriots in securing
credentials for advancement in Nigerian colonial society. Unlike
the Hausa/Fulani he was unhindered by a wary religion and
unlike the Yoruba unhampered by traditional hierarchies ...
Although the Yoruba had a huge historical and geographical
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head-start the Igbo wiped out their handicap in one fantastic
burst of energy in the twenty years between 1930 and 1950 ...
Had the Igbo been a minor ethnic group of a few hundred
thousand, their menace might have been easily and quietly
contained. But they ran in their millions!*

The ethnic resentment and discrimination outlined by Achebe sev-
eral years ago persists and is gathering intensity in Nigerian society, and
it targets all nationalities, not just the Igbo. Members of every ethnic
group, religious affiliation, social class, and political party see themselves
as distinct from others or as part of a disadvantaged minority that
has been marginalized, despised, or dominated by larger and stronger
groups. Right from independence, the Nigerian project has reflected a
social structure that promotes conflicts and inter-group discrimination
based on ethnicity, politics, religion, and social class. This phenomenon
has been captured by Chiluwa, who writes that “in Nigeria, social crises
have been as a result of religious intolerance, boundary disputes, resist-
ance to a perceived injustice/exploitation and other political reasons.*
The formation of political parties in Nigeria has been driven not by real
ideology but rather by patronage” and ethnic sentiment; during most
elections, the articulation of public issues and voting patterns often
reflects religious and ethnic biases.

DEFINING THE “OTHER”

The concept of the Other can be traced back to Frantz Fanon’s postcol-
onial writings,”® especially his theory of racialization, which “provides
a starting point for bringing conversations of race and racism into
globalization theories”” Quoting Fanon, Al-Saidi writes that “the Other
is the ‘not me, he is the Other”*® Al-Saidi then defines the Other as
the one “who lacks identity, propriety, purity, literality. In this sense
he can be described as the foreign: the one who does not belong to a
group, does not speak a given language, and does not have the same
customs; he is the unfamiliar, uncanny, unauthorized, inappropriate,
and the improper”

Further delving into the concept of Otherness, Al-Saidi, citing dif-
ferent authors, submits that “the concept of Otherness sees the world

‘as divided into mutually excluding opposites: if the Self is ordered,
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rational, masculine, good, then the Other is chaotic, irrational, fem-
inine, and evil.” Thus, we can describe the Other as the part outside
that group which sees itself as the standard, ordered, ideal, and good.
Those who do not reflect the identities and the norms of that group are
considered the Other, the outsider, who is always perceived and treated
as lesser, substandard, unfortunate, or disadvantaged. The Other, be it
an individual or a group, is considered different in terms of religion,
culture, nationality, race, social class, gender, or political orientation.*
The concept of Otherness also extends beyond the group or individual
level to the international level, in terms of how one nation perceives
another or how one continent is portrayed by another.

As Ibeleme explains, Otherness is “evident in the portrayal of
Africa [by most of the Western press] as a place that is removed from
modernity” In the same way, other nations may perceive Nigeria as
a nation of Boko Haram, militancy, and corruption, or South Africa
as a nation of xenophobia, until such vices are eliminated from those
respective countries. In Nigeria, the concept of Otherness manifests
itself in how members of different ethnic groups, political parties, social
classes, or religious sects treat and relate to others who are not from
their own ethnic, religious, social, or political groups. As noted ear-
lier, Nigeria is a pluralistic, politically and culturally complex country.
The various ethnic groups (Igbo, Hausa, and Yoruba, among others),
religious sects (e.g., Islam, Christian, African traditional), and social
and political groups express Otherness and discrimination in terms of
these constructs.”” Linguistic and semiotic resources play a significant
role in the discursive construction of Otherness.* So in this study, we
have focused on how the online audiences of Nigerian news media
employ language to discriminate against those they view as “Others”
on the bases of religion, ethnicity, social class, and political affiliation”

Theoretical Framework

This study employs the social identity theory (siT) as its theoretical
framework. That theory, developed in the early 1970s in Britain by Henri
Tajfel,** is a psychological analysis of how self-conception shapes group
membership, group processes, and inter-group relations. The theory
describes self-conception as the core cognitive factor to be considered
in defining a group.” That is, “a group exists psychologically if three
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or more people constitute and evaluate themselves in terms of shared
attributes that distinguish them collectively from other people”® The
import of this is that the basis of social identity is group membership.
Being a member of a group that has a comparatively positive iden-
tity in relation to other groups (out-groups) strengthens a person’s
self-esteem; furthermore, a person may decide to quit a group that
seems less favourable in order to join or identify with a more favourable
group.” Concepts such as prejudice, discrimination, ethnocentrism,
stereotyping, inter-group conflict, conformity, group polarization, group
cohesiveness, and deviance are the primary concerns of s11.**

Applying s1T to the evaluation of Others, Tajfel and Turner proposed
three mental processes that must take place: social categorization, social
identification, and social comparison.” Social categorization has to do
with using various social categories, such as Black, White, Christian,
Muslim, student, bus driver, Yoruba, Igbo, Hausa, okada (motorcycle)
rider, academic staff, non-academic, to categorize people into different
groups. It is, however, possible for someone to belong to more than
one group. Next, the characteristics of the group(s) to which individuals
have been assigned are used to identify or label them. Emotion and
self-esteem are affected by group identity.* Finally, the identity (char-
acteristics) of one group is used to compare the group with another
group in terms of favourability (or not). These competing identities
usually breed inter-group hostility, conflict, antagonism, and preju-
dice.* As summarized by Brown, s1T contends that group members are
likely to express inter-group differentiation by declaring that their own
group is superior to other groups; thus, they readily express prejudice
toward other groups and laud their own group, and themselves.* These
claims make s1T relevant to our study, whose objective is to investigate
inter-group prejudice in the comments made by the online audience
of Nigerian news media.

Methodology
METHODS AND MATERIALS
Qualitative design through textual analysis was adopted for this study.

Data for the study were extracted from the user-generated content (UGC)
found on the online platforms of select Nigerian news media: The Punch,
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The Vanguard, Sahara Reporters, and Channels Television. These news
media were selected through a purposive sampling technique guided
by the criteria of online presence, an active readers’ comment section,
and wide readership. In this study, we considered only uGc that used
words or iconography (images) offered by online users of the news media
selected. On the assumption that Nigerian politics is always driven by
ethnic, religious, and social sentiments rather than by clear ideologies,*
we focused solely on significant political news stories about Nigeria’s
presidential elections of 28 March 2015. We assumed that stories relating
to politics, and readers’ comments about those stories around this period
(March/April 2015), would reflect these sentiments. By uGc, also known
as consumer-generated media (CGM) or conversational media, we refer
to online content created by users of online media and posted to the
digital platforms of those media.** uGc includes chats, posts, tweets,
comments, digital images, videos, audio files, and blogs.

We considered uGc that was responding to prominent political
stories — for example, about the postponement of the elections, an
alleged plot to scuttle the election by sponsoring a new political party,
General Muhammadu Buhari’s certificate controversies, the alleged dis-
tribution of foreign currencies to groups and Yoruba traditional rulers
by former President Goodluck Jonathan, an alleged plot to assassinate
Reverend Father Mbaka (a prominent Nigerian pastor and social critic),
and reactions to the election results. We focused solely on the feedback
comments on online platforms of Nigerian news media because a focus
on all social media platforms would have been too wide. We assumed
that media representation of issues of public interest would attract a
high intensity of interaction and discussions among Nigerians. All users’
comments (UGc) available on stories about the selected issues at the
time we visited the sites were retrieved for sorting and textual analysis.

DATA ANALYSIS

We adopted qualitative content analysis to explore the corpus of ugc
drawn from the selected online news media. As explained by Catanzaro®
and Marshall and Rossman,*® qualitative content analysis is appropri-
ate when the main purpose of the study is to retest existing data in a
new context or when the researcher aims to test concepts, constructs,
categories, themes, models, or hypotheses. Thus, qualitative content
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analysis is relevant to this study because we used the constructs of s1T’s
inter-group prejudice as the guiding themes for the textual analysis.
After rounds of reading the corpus of the ugc retrieved from the online
platforms of the Nigerian news media we had chosen, we removed
those comments we considered irrelevant; that reduced the corpus to
583 comments. We then randomly selected fifty-two samples account-
ing for about 10 per cent of the total corpus. The fifty-two comments
were then textually analyzed based on the sub-constructs of ethnicity,
political orientation, religion, and social class in order to extract the
discourse of inter-group differentiation from the audience comments.
In the samples, “coMT” represents “comments.” To satisfy the principles
of credibility and transferability,*” we use extracts from the corpus of
the uGc to illustrate and discuss the manifest categories of inter-group
discrimination in the ugc of the selected Nigerian news media.

Findings and Discussion

Findings from the study show that the ugc sections of the select
Nigerian news media contain inter-group differentiations (ethnicity,
political affiliation, religion, and social class) as identified by s1T.*
Online users of the selected news media displayed group identities along
the taxonomies of ethnicity, politics, social abuse, and religion as they
responded to the political news stories about Nigeria's general elections.
Typically, instead of discussing the issues raised in the stories, the users
referred to or directly expressed sentiments that reflected discrimination
along ethnic, political, religious, or social lines. From the structures
of the uGc, we identified the Igbo, the Yoruba, the Hausa, and the
South-South minorities as the construct of ethnicity (comTs 1-17);
the Peoples Democratic Party (ppp) and the All Progressive Congress
(apc), the two prominent and rival political parties, as the construct
of politics (comTs 18-32); Islam, Christianity, and atheism (although
not obviously expressed) as the construct of religion (CoMTs 33-45);
and level of civilization, education, or literacy as the construct of social
differentiation (COMTS 46-52).

The users, as evident in their comments, showed intra-group bias*
by extolling the favourable characteristics of their own groups and
presenting them as the best or as better than another group. Also, they
expressed prejudices, discrimination, ethnocentrism, and stereotyping®
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toward the out-groups. The ugc analyzed in this study reflected that
each user had a self-conception® of belonging to a group that was
ordered, superior, standard, good, and ideal, while seeing others who
belonged to the out-groups as inferior, uncivilized, backward, disadvan-
taged, substandard, and unfortunate. These inter-group discriminations
are further explicated with textual evidence from the following corpus
of the analyzed uGc in comTs 1 to 52.

ETHNIC DIFFERENTIATION

One of the most prevalent inter-group prejudices expressed by online
users was ethnicity-based. They blatantly favoured their own ethnic
group or tribe and attached negative labels to other tribes. Nigeria
is divided among diverse ethnic groups, with the Yoruba, the Hausa,
the Igbo, and the South-South minorities featuring most prominently
in the ugc analyzed in this study. The extracts in comMTs 1 to 17 from
uGcC on the websites of The Punch, Channels Television, and Sahara
Reporters reflect obvious discrimination by different ethnic groups
directed at one another. The uGc comments were retrieved from stor-
ies about the alleged bribing of Yoruba traditional rulers with foreign
currencies by President Goodluck Jonathan, an alleged plot to scuttle
or postpone the elections, and the results of the presidential election.

coMT 1: The Igbos again! What is wrong with these hyenas? Must
they scrape and suck Nigeria to the bone? Four out of 6 zones are
implacably opposed to their candidate, Jona (President Goodluck
Jonathan), whose mother is Igbo.

coMT 2: Why does the Igbos’ congenital greed blind him so? 419
[money transfer fraud], cocaine, human parts, fake drugs, career
armed robbery, murder-for-hire, Okija necrophilia, human baby
farms supplying ritualists and cannibals regular fresh meat etc.
coMT 3: Why do the Igbos refuse to see that anything else will
lack legitimacy and lead inexorably to war? Have the newly
arrogant Igbos forgotten the lesson of 1966-1970? Why must Igbo
candidates, Jonathan or Minimah rule us by force? Do the Igbos
want a more brutal, blood-soaked civil war? The Igbo have
started again.
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Users employed various labels to express ethnic discrimination. In
most of the comments, users, reacting to stories about alleged plans to
scuttle the elections and keep President Goodluck Jonathan in office,
insinuated that the Igbos are a “violent,” “fetish,” “money-loving,” and
“aggressive” tribe, labelling them as “hyenas” (coMT 1). Note also the
labels “419, cocaine, human parts, fake drugs, career armed robbery,
murder-for-hire, Okija necrophilia” (comT 2). They also accused the
Igbos of being forgetful, a clear reference to the bloody civil war of 1966
to 1970, in which Igbos were pitched against the rest of the country
and were the apparent target of ethnic cleansing.”* Insinuating that the
Igbos were “unrepentant,” the user in coMT 3 declared, “The Igbo have
started again” This user, who labelled President Goodluck Jonathan
an Igbo man because he was overwhelmingly supported by the Igbos
during the elections, derided the Igbos as politically “insignificant” and
“victims of the Nigerian civil war”

COMT 4: You must be a bastard... If anything, Ndigbo have

been more responsible for the existence and success of yeye
Nigeria thus far. It took Prof. Humphrey Nwosu to get rid of 1BB,
Sen. Ken Nnamani to get rid of Baba Iyabo; it took late Prof. Dora
Akunyili to rid you of Turai.

coMT 5: Cabal ... and all the while, the likes of Dr. Ngz. Iweala,
Oby Ezekwesili, Ndy Onyiuke-Okerek, Prof. Onyekachi Chukwu,
Prof. Bert Nnaji, Dr. Oti et al, to sustain your flustering Nigeria ...
while you lazy ewedu-lovers [the Yorubas] and Aboki [the
Hausas] cohorts stole the country dry in fuel-subsidy scams,
Pension funds scams, and so on.

coMT 6: Stupid punk, how many Igbo Ministers have been
charged for embezzlement in that useless country called

Nigeria ... compared to other ethnicities? Let’s split it and see
who runs a better ship.

Obviously reacting to users who attacked the Igbos, as shown in
COMTS 1, 2, and 3, users in COMTS 4, 5, 6, 7 8, and 16 expressed a lack
of confidence in the Nigerian project, describing it as a yeye (worthless)
entity (COMT 4), and attributed the country’s very existence to some
notable Igbos, who had helped to stabilize the “flustering Nigeria”
(coMT 5) and contributed to the dislodgement of some “sit-tight
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politicians” from northern and southwestern Nigeria (COMT 4).
In the comments, 1BB refers to General Ibrahim Badamasi Babangida,
the former military head of state (1985-93); Baba Iyabo refers to former
President Olusegun Obasanjo (1976-79 and 1999-2007); while Turai is
the wife of the late president Umaru Musa Yar’adua (2007-10).

coMmT 7: One Igbo is worth a million near-naked Aborigines

like you stinking drunkards. Besides, we power One Nigeria
economically, politically and socially ... while you lazy Ijaw
drunks X thousands of bottles of Sapele Water. Homeless drifters
stealing from every town they visit. Amnesty Days are numbered,
better gather your fishing nets and get ready to return to your
swampy and polluted reptile-infested enclaves.

coMT 8: We the hardworking Igbos deserve to have money
more than the lazy tribes but the lazy ones love pleasure and
comfort more than any other working tribe. Why won't they sell
themselves for anything?

coMT 9: By this sagacious postulation, this brilliant egghead of
Igbo extraction has proven that perhaps the Igbo man represents
the true fabric of “One Nigeria”

Other users, presumed to be of Igbo origin, as exemplified in comTs
5,7, 8, and 9, extolled the virtues of the Igbos as “hardworking” (comT 8)
and labelled the Yorubas “racial,” “lazy;” “arrogant,” “fetish,” “coward,”
“greedy,” and “untrustworthy” (comTs 5and 10). In comT 10, the user
described the Yoruba Obas (Monarchs) as “materialistic” and “selfish,”
accusing them of collecting dollars from President Goodluck Jonathan
as inducements for political support. This user further insinuated that
the Hausas, in particular, were “illiterates,” a “savage race,” “parasites,”
“beggars,” a tribe in which men marry many wives, have many children,
and abandon them on the street (CMTs 5, 14, and 15); in the same vein,
the Niger Delta people, especially the Ijaws, were described as “alco-
holic,” with a natural thirst for Sapele water (a popular name for a brand
of locally brewed alcohol in the Niger Delta parts of Nigeria), “parasitic,”
“predatory;” “homeless,” “half-naked,” and “dirty” (comT 7). “Parasites”
as a label for the Hausas (CoMT 15) is a reference to the belief among
the southerners, especially those from the oil-producing states, that the

North (dominated by the Hausa and Fulani ethnic groups) does not



298 Babatunde Raphael Ojebuyi and Abiodun Salawu

contribute significantly to the national treasury, given that Nigeria
survives largely on revenue from southern crude oil. According to the
Central Bank of Nigeria Economic Report, in the fourth quarter of 2017,
Nigeria recorded gross oil receipts of 1.2 trillion nairas ($3.3 billion),
or 60.1 per cent of total revenue, compared to 814.55 billion nairas
($2.2 billion) or 39.9 per cent of total non-oil revenue for the same
period.” This trend persists, although the present government of Gen-
eral Muhammadu Buhari has claimed that it is focusing on non-oil
sectors as a way to diversify the nation’s economy.

coMT 10: The Yoruba obas love money too much, they

openly collected money from Jonathan without the feeling of
their people.

coMT 11: How many Yorubas can you be trusted? None, because
they will be busy stabbing you for back.

coMT 12: Igbos are just too cynical; they only care about today
and don't give a damn about tomorrow.

COMT 13: Mention your ethnicity if you're real human and not
some cross-bred chimp from the creeks ... like I suspect. At
least, I've told you I'm core Igbo and proud of every drop of Igbo
blood in me.

coMT 14: We Igbos cannot start having hundreds of wives and
bringing bastards to the world ... Many of my Yoruba friends
keep telling me how they envy Igbos and wish they were Igbos.

I will never wish to be Yoruba or Hausa. That’s the difference.
coMT 15: These Hausa and Fulanis are animals of the highest
order; they are cows ... What are these parasitic tribe talking
about? All you (Hausa-Fulanis) do is to create violence
everywhere you found yourself without adding any value to

the community.

coMT 16: Why are the Igbos too mischievous? Another Nzeribe’s
ABN, Kanu’s YEAA or what?

COMT 17: Jega and INEC do not need to re-print any ballot
papers, they can hand-write the YDP on existing ones and say,
“shikena” In the end, let it be known to you that Ndigbo couldn’t
care less either way dysfunctional One Nigeria goes ... kapisch?
Stupid baastard!
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As presented in cOMTs 1 to 17 above, Nigerians engage in ethnic
hatred in the virtual space provided by the news media. The findings are
examples of intra-group bias and out-group prejudice as encountered
in the tenets of s11.** The ethnic distrust, rivalry, and intolerance that
characterize Nigeria manifest themselves in the online community. As
Blench,” and Ojie and Ewhrudjakpor,*® among other scholars, have
argued, Nigeria is a Western creation in which unique ethnic national-
ities have been forced to live together. Besides expressing discrimination
against other ethnic groups, users from some tribes — especially those
who are presumed to be Igbos (as shown in coMTs 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9,
and 17) - suggest skepticism about a united Nigeria. One could argue
that the assertion made several years ago by Achebe,” that the Igbos
were the “victims” of political discrimination and marginalization
in Nigeria, is being reinforced in the users’ comments. At the same
time, users from other ethnic groups (e.g., the Yorubas) suggested in
their comments that the Igbos are “mischievous” (comT 16), “cynical,”
“profligate” (comT 12), “greedy” (COMT 2), and “arrogant” (COMT 3).

POLITICAL DIFFERENTIATION

We conceptualize political differentiation as a phenomenon in which
members of one political group believe that their political party or group
has stronger ideological values while viewing other political groups as
politically inferior or ideologically inept. Subsequently, members of
one political group discriminate against the other political groups and
their ideologies. In this study, two major political parties (the Peoples
Democratic Party [pDP] and the All Progressive Congress [APc], which
were the two leading political parties during the elections) featured
prominently in the analyzed uGc, as shown in coMTs 18 to 32 below.

coMT 18: Kerosene is to be N5o not N18o but the ppp-led
administration are stealing from the masses to overflow their
pocket, their time is over.

COMT 19: PDP can remain in South East (s) and compete with
the All Progressives Grand Alliance (APGA), Both are now tribal
parties ... PDP criminals - they are busy doing their thuggery in
Rivers and Akwa Ibom.
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coMmT 20: Can any PDP in the house tell me who are the goats
and what is the yam in naija.

COMT 21: PDP — People Deceiving People. Their entire plan

is to discredit the Man (Buhari). Buhari has the West African
Examinations Council (WAEC) certificate for sure and the military
was used by PDP to discredit the Man. Doyin Okupe and co -
God see you ohhhhhhh.

coMT 22: PDPIG! Are full of heartless people who doesn’t have
mercy on the masses. Gej it’s surrounded by rouge people. Even
women in his cabinet are stealing at will.

In comTs 18 to 25, users who demonstrated allegiance to the apc
labelled the ruling PDP as a party that oppresses the masses and “steals”
public funds (coMTs 18 and 20), a sectional and tribal party (coMT 19),
and a corrupt party of the “thieving elite” This is inferred in the coin-
age “PDPIG” to refer to the pDP (coMT 22). That coined acronym is
an apparent allusion to the pigs in George Orwell's Animal Farm, a
satire about totalitarianism, in which the pigs represent the ruling class
in the Animal Kingdom and end up deceiving and oppressing other
animals.”® Users presumed to be apc loyalists also described the ppp
as the “monster” of Nigerias politics (coMT 23) and as a corrupt and
failed party (coMTs 24 and 25). The phrase “chop and chop” in coMT 23
refers to the public perception that the PDP is a corrupt party that should
be displaced by the opposition party — the aApc, whose presidential
flagbearer was General Muhammadu Buhari, a former military dictator
who was popular among the electorate for his discipline, integrity, and
anti-corruption track record.” Also in com 24, “Breadth (breath) of
Fresh Air in federal governance is needed” is a reference to the popular
“Change Mantra” as the central campaign slogan of the opposition Apc,
which capitalized on the ineptitude, recklessness, and sheer corruption
of the then ruling ppp.*

coMT 23: “Chop and quench” that is very rich coming from the
PDP, the very ugly monster of Nigeria present day politics.

COMT 24: PDP is a failure. Breadth of Fresh Air in federal
governance is needed.

coMT 25: Even if the Obas are billionaire; that does not stop them
from collecting more. It’s over for PDP.
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COMT 26: A vote for APC is a vote for Tinubu and One

Man’s rulership.

COMT 27: APC is bunch of sycophants, they see logs in other
peoples’ eyes but do not see it in their own eyes, only fools believe
lies, rumors. APc cannot go far in this kind of politics. They
rigged elections, used thugs bribed people.

For their part, the PDP’s online supporters labelled the Apc a one-
man party (COMT 27), insinuating that it was in full control of Bola
Hammed Tinubu, formal governor of Lagos State and a prominent Apc
financial backer. In coMT 31, the user coined the term “Thiefnubu”
from Tinubu’s name to suggest that he was a “thief” who enslaved his
ethnic group (the Yorubas) by conspiring with the North to form the
APC. In response to the ApC’s victory in the presidential election, most
users described the party as a collection of sycophants who deceived
and intimidated people, bribed the electorate, and rigged the elections
(coMTs 27 and 28).

coMmT 28: Liars will never bring Change. Apc have nothing and
have nothing to offer Nigerians than deceit.

coMT 29: The south west Obas should just rain causes on Tinubu,
Fashola and the apc.

coMT 30: The Devil and the Apc are one ... until recently, the
Devil has lost the title of King of Lies to Apc and has taken apc
case to God for Judgement.

coMT 31: Let Failed Emperor Jagaban Thiefnubu continue to align
to the Fulas for continued Slavery ...

COMT 32: APC’s hypocrisy is transparent. It is an evil assemblage
of the most hardened criminals and regions in Nigeria. That’s

why it is comfortable for the political wing of Boko Haram to
field senile, illiterate certificate forger, perjurer and coup plotter,
Bubhari, as its presidential flag bearer.

Users also labelled the Apc a “Devil” party (comT 30), “a political
wing of Boko Haram” (a terrorist group based in northeastern Nigeria)
(coMT 32), and a party dominated by “criminals” and hypocrites. They
accused the apc of fielding an incompetent presidential candidate
(Buhari, now president and commander-in-chief of the Nigerian armed
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forces), whom they described as a dictator and an illiterate old man
(coMT 32). Interestingly, the negative labels employed by users were
linked to the core issues that dominated the pejorative campaign mes-
sages aimed at both the Apc’s presidential flagbearer, Buhari, and the
pDP’s presidential candidate, Jonathan, during the 2015 election.”

RELIGIOUS DIFFERENTIATION

People may see their religion as having acceptable values and other
religions as lacking them. This study found that Nigerians’ religious
prejudices track political and ethnic contexts (see COMTs 33-45): the
APcC is labelled a Muslim and northern party, the ppp a Christian
and south-south, southeastern political party. The ppp’s presidential
candidate was Jonathan, a Christian from predominantly Christian
southeastern Nigeria; General Mohammadu Buhari, the Apc candidate,
was a Muslim from predominantly Islamic northern Nigeria.

COMT 33: Are you corroborating the fact there is no forgiveness in
Islam? If any Southern Nigerian did all Buhari did, he would not
have been forgiven.

COMT 34: Buhari is a radical Islamic zealot. All radical Islamic
zealots are clerics.

coMT 35: Useless people with their useless religion; this

animals [?] are the problem of this country. Mother fuckers,

go and educate your brainwashed maggots in the north.

Useless nomads.

coMT 36: All Xtians are believed to be mentally unstable ... how
can the president drop money and you return it to him? The
money should have been paid back to the treasury. I am quite
convinced that you're a Devil worshipper.

CcoMT 37: You are a very sick man to call all Christians mentally
unstable. May God visit you with mental instability for calling His
people mentally unstable. This goes to show that whoever you are,
you are a fundamentalist in whatever you believe in.

As shown in coMTs 33 to 35, users — presumably Christians from
southern Nigeria — attributed Islam to Buhari, describing him as an
“unforgiving, radical Islamic zealot,” and northerners as “nomads”
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and “brainwashed flowers of a useless religion” (a reference to Islam).
Labelling Buhari as an “unforgiving Muslim” was an allusion to his
actions during his first term as a military dictator, when he arrested
and prosecuted politicians suspected of stealing public funds. For this,
he had been accused of conducting a vendetta.” In response to users
who made anti-Islam comments, other users — presumably Muslims —
labelled the Christians “mischievous,” “mentally unstable,” and “devil
worshiper(s)” (COMT 36).

coMmT 38: I dare you to openly profess your religion, I am a
Christian and a true believer in Christ Jesus, the saviour of

the humanity.

coMT 39: I was born into a Catholic home. In fact, my late dad
was a knight of the Catholic Church but I chose to worship like
my ancestors did when I became a man. I do not believe in the
white man’s God.

COMT 40: Jesus wept! God and religion my foot! Christians and
Muslims my foot! My respect to Nigerians who are not Christians
and not Muslims, for theirs is the kingdom of Nigeria.

COMT 41: You Christians and Muslim will inherit Israel and Saudi
Arabia while those of us who are no Christians and Muslims will
inherit Nigeria and everything therein.

coMT 42: You Christians and Muslims are strangers in Nigeria. A
time comes when your time is up in Nigeria, so you could pack to
Israel and Arabia leaving non-Christians and no Muslims to enjoy
our forefathers’ Nigeria.

coMT 43: For a devout Muslim to collect dollar from GEJ, vote or
no vote is haram, so who is fooling who here.

COMT 44: For a devoted Christian, running from one church

to another, kneeling before every pastor for deliverance, to loot
the public treasury and share it with impunity; who is fooling
who here?

Religion should not be a determining factor in Nigerian democ-
racy. Some users, who appeared to be neither Christian nor Muslim,
were critical of both religions, describing the two as “foreign faiths”
(comTs 39 to 44) whose adherents were equally “money worshippers”
and “looters of public treasury” (comTs 43 and 44). The users were
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referring to media reports that some traditional rulers and some Chris-
tian and Muslim leaders allegedly collected US dollars from President
Goodluck in exchange for their political endorsement. The pattern of
religious discrimination indicated here reflects that Nigeria’s society is
heterogeneous in matters of religion. Northerners are predominantly
Muslim, and most of them belong to the Hausa/Fulani ethnic groups,
whereas the South is predominantly Christian, with some adherents
to traditional religions. In the Southwest, the people are Christian and
Muslim in almost equal proportions, with a handful of traditionalists.®

SOCIAL ABUSE

Examples of social abuse are evident in comTs 46 to 52, in which users
employed derogatory names and terms when describing political figures
belonging to out-groups. They also used images and symbols* when
expressing social abuse.

COMT 46: Rev. Fr. Mbaka, with fear of God and with respect for
truth, please summon courage to ask the following question too.
COMT 47: Bokohari can bribe Igbo man no whahala. But for

the Niger Delta guy? Oil must be discovered in Sambisa forest.
Bokohari get money?

COMT 48: The Statement of Result bears Mohammed Buhari
while the Apc Presidential candidate is Muhammadu Buhari gmB
and APc are Serial Liars like Liaing Mohammed ... Mindless
Apostles of Change.

coMTs 47 and 48 deploy derogatory terms and names to express
social abuse. In coMT 47, for instance, the name “Bokohari” (a blended
word derived from Boko Haram and Buhari) has been coined to suggest
that Buhari is a Boko Haram sympathizer. Also in cOMT 48, APC sup-
porters are described as “serial liars,” and Lai Mohammed, the APC’s press
secretary, is described as “Liaing Mohammed,” insinuating that he is a
“liar” and suggesting a lack of confidence in the Apc’s “Change Mantra.”

COMT 49: Mama Peace has School Certificate, NCE and Bsc, yet
speaks the worst of English language and behaves worse than
an illiterate.
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coMT 50: The quality of education matters and military training
both home and abroad provides great knowledge and leadership
skills. Meanwhile, u need to proof that Buhari has no School
Certificate.

The user in cOMT 49 resorted to a satiric image to ridicule Gen-
eral Muhammadu Buhari regarding the allegation that he did not
possess the minimum educational qualification of a school certificate
to become the Nigerian president (Isika 2016). The image (which we
removed from the comment because of its defamatory potential) shows
a cartoon of Buhari, who looks guilty, confused, and depressed. It also
demands “#Buhari Show Your Certificate” coMT 50 raises the same
issue, but the user here is a supporter of Buhari who argues that the gen-
eral possesses military training and experience that makes him socially
and educationally more qualified than Patience Jonathan (former First
Lady of Nigeria), who “speaks the worst of the English language and
behaves worse than an illiterate,” even though she “has School Certifi-
cate, NCE [National Certificate in Education], and BSc” (COMT 49).
Patience Jonathan’s husband was the main political opponent of General
Muhamadu Buhari during the 2015 presidential election. Therefore,
any abuse directed at her was also an indirect attack on her husband.

coMT 51: Why do you reason like a fool? The only thing going
for Goodluck Ebele Jonathan is access to government money. He
knows that he cannot win a free and fair election ... and you are
duller than the donkey in Aso Rock who has been there since
2009 unless you can prove that another donkey was in Aso Rock
when Ya'ardua was sick.

coMT 52: And where are the Tompolos and Asaris threatening us
we must return the Jonathan rogue to Aso Rock? Why has Ayo
Kanye West Oritshejafor disappeared? Where is senile Edwin
Clark? I hope Okupe has included bastard in his names on his
official document.

coMTs 51 and 52 socially abuse former President Goodluck Ebele
Jonathan (also called Gej during the political campaigns). The user in
coMT 51 has adopted a pseudonym (GEJisaDISASTER) that suggests that
Goodluck Jonathan was a “disaster” as president. The user describes
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Jonathan as a “donkey in the Aso Rock” who “could not win the elec-
tion” coMT 52 contains further social abuse of Jonathan. The user
indicts most of President Jonathan’s aides and political supporters (with
reference to Oritshejafor, former president of the Christian Association
of Nigeria; Edwin Clark, an I[jaw man from Jonathan’s ethnic group and
his political godfather; and Doyin Okupe, his spokesperson).

Like the user in cCOMT 46, the user here in coMTs 51 and 52 resorts
to satirical images (which we also removed from the comments) to
suggest Jonathan’s anticipated inglorious return to his village (Otueke)
after losing the election on 28 March - which he did eventually lose.
The salient element in the image® is a caricature representing Jonathan
trekking along a waterlogged road toward a much-neglected, under-
developed community: his home. This image further suggests that the
former president neglected his community while he was in power.

This study’s findings are rooted in the concepts of Otherness* and
SIT.” As Al-Saidi explains, the concept of Otherness views the world
as polarized into mutually excluding opposites, in which the Self is
considered an insider who is rational, strong, standard, ideal, ordered,
and good, whereas the Other is an outsider who is chaotic, irrational,
weak, evil, substandard, lesser, disadvantaged, and unfortunate.®® Sim-
ilarly, a core tenet of s1T that is relevant to this current study is that
group members are likely to express inter-group discrimination out
of a belief that their own group is superior to others.” As established
in this study, most users discriminate against other users along the
divides of ethnicity (e.g., Hausa, Igbo, Yoruba, South-South minorities),
politics (e.g., the PpP and the Apc as the major political parties), religion
(e.g., Islam, Christianity, and African traditional religions), and social
class (e.g., level of civilization, education, or literacy) that together
characterize the Nigerian nation. The online audience, as reflected in
the uGc analyzed here, used negative, disparaging, and provocative
tags to describe members of the other groups while displaying posi-
tive sentiments and support for their own groups. Our findings here
corroborate the argument made by Daniels,”” who submitted that the
digital space has created serious consequences for race, ethnicity, and
civil rights and that the myth that cyberspace is a peaceful enclave is
rapidly disappearing.

The digital space represents Habermas’s concept of the public sphere
as a forum for citizens to share collective aspirations and concerns and
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to nurture deliberative democracy in ways that reduce the hegem-
onic control of the media by the political elite.” However, it has been
argued that an ideal public sphere depends not only on access to critical
information about state affairs but also on citizens’ ability to engage in
rational discourse that contributes positively to governance and social
coherence (Haas 2004). Findings from our study confirm the concerns
expressed by Haas and other scholars™ that access to the digital public
sphere has double-edged effects: citizens, as in Nigeria, can be active
players in deliberative democracy even while engaging in negative
rhetoric” that is counterproductive to the same democratic project.

Conclusion

Nigerians who use the comment sections of Nigerian online news media
interact to discuss issues reported in the media; they also, even more
aggressively, reflect the inter-group discrimination that characterizes the
pluralistic fabric of Nigeria. The discrimination - in terms of ethnicity,
political and religious affiliations, and social class - that is the result of
Nigeria’s colonial past™ is being intensified in the digital space of the
online community. Messages in the ugc sections of the Nigerian news
media that attack members of other groups have implications for the
social, religious, and political climate in the country. This could cause
grave ethnic disaffection among Nigeria’s various nationalities; it could
also provoke social, political, and religious disorder. This study has
established that when Otherness is promoted among Nigerians through
the digital space, as when members of one ethnic group or religious sect
view themselves as superior to the others and treat members of the out-
groups as enemies, inferior, marginalized, or disadvantaged, the unity
of Nigeria faces a serious threat. Unless this trend of cyber-harassment
is addressed, it may intensify racial and ethnic segregation and social
mistrust and encourage abuses of civil rights and freedom of expression
among Nigerians.

This situation is all the more worrisome given that the Internet has
provided a new gatekeeping order: the news media gate has become
semi-porous.” In Nigeria there is no law restricting freedom of expres-
sion on the Internet, nor is there any effective regulatory framework
for tracking and punishing cyber-culprits. Even in the United States,
where online harassment and discriminatory comments are significant
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problems, the current legal landscape provides little help to victims.
Section 230 of the Communications Decency Act, for example, largely
does not require Internet service providers to take responsibility for
uaGc. The result is that online hosts (news media in particular) have no
obligation to remove content, delete user accounts, or discipline users
who post negative messages.”

This study contributes to the existing body of knowledge regarding
the myriad consequences of social media. It also adds to studies on
Internet participatory (citizen) journalism and uGc by employing the
tenets of the sIT to explain Nigerians’ participation in debates about
public issues through the digital public sphere. This study has estab-
lished that social media provide an open space for political engagement,
deliberative democracy, social interaction and expression,” political
activism, and social mobilization,” but also for negative discourse.

LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTION FOR FUTURE STUDIES

This study has relied on qualitative textual analysis of samples from
readers’ online comments to establish the presence of inter-group
discrimination in the users’ comments sections of Nigerian online
news media. Although textual analysis of the selected ucc provides an
in-depth qualitative picture of inter-group differentiation exhibited by
users, the study is limited by a lack of quantitative analysis that would
capture more expansive data, as qualitative data by itself may not be
enough to adequately establish patterns. Nevertheless, this study offers
direction and inspiration for future studies. We suggest, then, that future
research focus on combining both qualitative and quantitative data that
add depth and breadth to studies that seek patterns of hate speech and
inter-group discrimination.
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