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Politics - but not as we know it

• The impact of online communities in politics has been widely debated. 

• Advocates insist that social media is an effective tool for collective action.

• Critics hold that conversations on social platforms are ephemeral in nature and typically 
lead to no effective collective action.

• Morozov [2014] sustains that digital platforms are unable to sustain the attention of 
people, therefore, they would not engage in political participation as it takes time or 
involve personal risks. 

• Christensen [2011] argues that there is not enough evidence to sustain that Internet 
activism is replacing traditional political participation, rather, it only helps citizens to 
become aware of issues. 

• Recent research has found that while many activist organisations believe they are 
creating stronger communities and dialogues with their public through social media, 
this rarely translates to significant mobilisation with regard to public events or political 
activism. Guo and Saxton [2014]



Politics - but not as we know it

• A very large number of actors 
organising in ways that are viewed 
by authorities such as the press, 
academia and politicians as 
illegitimate

• Memes, Trolling, Doxing, Fake 
Documentary making, an entire 
portfolio of unorthodox methods

• Acting outside the domain of 
political parties or indeed normal 
political campaigns 

• Seeking outcomes that are not the 
product of legislation or even from 
elected representatives

• Propagandists or political actors?



Politics - but not as we know it

• We examined 17 months of comments from the r/The_Donald, up to February 2017.

•  A dataset of more than 16 million comments and over 340 thousand participants.

• We analysed the ephemerality of the participants and their behaviours. 

• We also analysed two notorious cases where part of the community allegedly 
participated in collective action. 

•  Finally, we characterised the behaviour of the most active participants who appeared 
to engage in activism. 



Study - 
Ephemerality

• Peaks surrounding specific events, 
but also a steady and high level of 
activity throughout the period of the 
presidential campaign.

• Activity actually increased 
subsequent to the presidential 
election.

 

 



Study - 
Ephemerality

• Participants on 
r/The_Donald were active 
for extended periods of 
time.

• We can observe that 
individuals are distributed 
almost along the whole 
graph, meaning that they 
kept active between 100 
and 500 days, 65 days on 
average. 

• It is clear from this data 
that the community is not 
dominated by those 
commenters who are only 
briefly active. 

 



Study - “Dear White People” and Amy 
Schumer

• We explored whether users on r/The_Donald organised collective action 
mobilisation efforts.

• Amy Schumer claimed that people on The Donald organised a campaign on 
Netflix against her to give her show negative reviews.

• On February 8th, 2017 Netflix released the trailer of "Dear White People", a 
satirical series about a student of colour who navigates a predominantly 
white Ivy League college. 

•  We chose these cases since they were covered in mass media, and because 
they supposedly led to significant consequences, something that the theory 
of slacktivism regards as impossible 



Study - “Dear White People” and Amy 
Schumer

• Diagnostic

•  “...Look I’m just so tired of the left trying to divide us by race, gender, and skin color [...] We 
are all Americans [...] This “dear white people” crap is not only insulting to me as a white male, 
who is currently working and going to college because I couldn’t get scholarships cause of muh 
privilege. It’s just more race baiting divisive crap from the Left when we all need to focus on 
MAGA [Make America Great Again]. It really gets under my skin...” 

•  Prognostic

•  “…Lets start our own callletteremail writing campaigns to any companies that terminate an 
employee over one of these doxing incidents. Lets make them know that by trying to appease 
these communist aggressors they are pissing us off to the point that we will no longer do 
business with them...”

•  Motivational 

•  “...All the more reason that we should dump Net- flix. Their "Dear White People Show" they 
released is a bit too preachy. If Soros is funding, hell yes, I’m done. Pic related: My cancellation 
receipt http://imgur.com/a/VbdCK...” 



Nature of The_Donald

• Insofar as individuals chose to customise and participate in an 
online environment and interact with others - it must reflect 
who you are or wish to be. Shuler [2015]

• Community of Interest -  a group or groups of people who can 
be identified as sharing a common interest or concern and 
primarily driven by the exchange of information.

• Community of Practice - share ideas and information, set 
values, build practices, and develop relationships with peers 
and stakeholders to focus on a common purpose.

•  “Every time I opened up my Internet browser I learned. I spent 
whole days consuming, digesting, and producing. (insert poop 
joke)”.(
https://medium.com/@stevenfranssen/to-license-or-not-f14d0a
5c159
)

https://medium.com/@stevenfranssen/to-license-or-not-f14d0a5c159
https://medium.com/@stevenfranssen/to-license-or-not-f14d0a5c159


 



Takeaways

• Some participants stayed engaged for long 
periods of time (65 days on average)

•  New subscribers continued arriving at an 
increasing rate even after the election day, and 
were not necessarily restricted casual users.

•  Sharing ideas and knowledge was and is a 
cornerstone of their activities, conducting 
‘research’, making memes, distributing memes, 
Trolling and policing their values on The_Donald 
all illustrate a community of practice at work.



Other Activist 
Communities?
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