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Abstract. The Arab Spring has been titled as “social media revolution”. While 
there is no doubt that Facebook and twitter contributed significantly to the 
course of events, its role can only be understood when put into a broader tech-
nological and historical context. Therefore, we looked at the role of technology 
during prior revolutions such as the French Revolution in 1789. It turns out that 
media technology has played an important supportive role in social and political 
movements throughout history. The changing characteristic, however, has al-
ways been the speed of information diffusion. Therefore, it is concluded that 
social media should be seen as supportive but not exclusively responsible for 
the events of the Arab Spring.  
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1 Introduction 

It is indisputable that the recent developments in the Middle East are of global magni-
tude. The so-called “Arab Spring” got worldwide social, political and media attention 
due to its characteristics and connectedness with local, regional and international 
interests. From the starting point in Tunisia and spreading over to Egypt and other 
countries, people are revolting against suppressive forms of government and leader-
ship. One of the biggest achievements consists in an emerging public dialogue within 
the societies and different social groups of the Middle East about the governing prin-
ciples of everyday life. This has been possible through the ousting of long-term presi-
dents in the region. Social media such as Facebook and twitter was mentioned by 
researchers and the press as an enabler for these happenings. Therefore, what  
happened in the Middle East is often referred to as “social media revolution” [1]. 

Nowadays, the use of social media is an established component for public and pri-
vate communication in the region. The Egyptian use of these services increased 
through the January 25th revolution tremendously. It moved mainstream for a lot of 
people. The majority, however, is still not connected due to a high level of illiteracy 
and a lack of accessibility to information technology. 
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Nevertheless, the importance of social media cannot be denied. Therefore, a lot of 
groups are debating its effects on revolutions. Some argue that the Internet is a double-
edged sword that could be a potential tool for suppression [2]. Others clearly state that 
social media did have a significant role beyond being a source of news: “We use Face-
book to schedule the protests, Twitter to coordinate, and YouTube to tell the world” [3]. 

The actual role of social media, however, whether supporting or causing the develop-
ments during the Arab Spring, can only be determined by putting the events into a broad-
er context. Thus, the comparison with historic social developments on the one hand and 
technological advances on the other hand will be the focal point for the following  
chapters in order to see if the Arab Spring can be named a “social media revolution”. 

2 (Media) Revolutions 

2.1 Revolutions 

The concept of “revolution” is extremely diverse without a unified definition. Its Lat-
in origin “revolution” means “turn around”. This refers to “change” in the broadest 
sense. This change can be social, political, technical, cultural, psychological, personal 
or any other domain that would change fundamental principles. In the context of this 
paper, we look at revolutions of political and social systems. Tanter and Midlarsky 
[14] define four different types of revolutions based on characteristics such as mass 
participation, duration, domestic violence and intensions of the insurgents. Table 1 
provides an overview of the types and their respective characteristics. 

Table 1. Characteristics of revolutions according to Tanter and Midlarsky [14] 

Type of 
revolution 

Mass 
participation 

Duration Domestic 
violence 

Intentions of 
insurgents 

Mass revolution High Long High Fundamental 
changes in the 

structure of politi-
cal authority and 

social system 
Revolutionary 
coup 

Low Short to 
moderate 

Low to 
moderate 

Fundamental 
changes in the 

structure of politi-
cal authority and 

possibly some 
change in the so-

cial system 
Reform coup Very low Short, 

sometimes 
moderate 

Low Moderate changes 
in the structure of 
political authority 

Palace revolution None Very short Virtually 
none 

Virtually no 
change 
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According to Tanter and Midlarsky [14], the French Revolution in 1789 as well as 
the German Revolution in 1848 could be categorized as mass revolutions. Revolutio-
nary coups would be found in Turkey (1919), Germany (1933) and Egypt (1952). 
Argentina (1955), Syria (1956) and Pakistan (1958) experienced a reform coup while 
Venezuela and Brazil had a palace revolution in 1948 and 1955 respectively. 

2.2 Media in Revolutions 

Based on the schema for the categorization of revolutions mentioned above, the Arab 
Spring can be defined as a mass revolution. As such, it is clearly not an individual but 
a group phenomenon. Like every mass movement, communication between the dif-
ferent groups and actors plays a central role for the course of events. Due to its very 
nature, this mass communication is only possible if it is mediated in order to over-
come the limitations of time and space. Therefore, it can be concluded that media 
technology tend to play an important role for mass revolutions in order to address 
these challenges. 

Already the French Revolution “can be considered an epochal media event” [4]. 
The pre-industrialized printing press allowed the distribution of information in an 
amount and speed not known before. Tens of thousands of pamphlets were printed 
and distributed. The number of newspapers grew from just a couple “to over three 
hundred weekly and daily newspapers between 1789 and 1790” [4], while most of 
them were produced by individuals. This was possible only due to the low production 
costs. It is estimated that the total number of newspapers created during the revolution 
adds up to around 1,600 [4]. A lot of content was transmitted as well with printed 
pictures due to an illiteracy rate of more than 50% for men and more than 70% for 
women at the time [5]. 

In conclusion, media technology can be seen as an important component for the  
information and mobilization of the masses already in the 18th century. Further exam-
ples for this supporting role from recent history include the so-called twitter revolu-
tion in Iran [6] and the Multimedia or SMS revolt in the Philippines [7]. They show 
clearly that access as well as low cost of production and distribution account for poss-
ible easy dissemination of new ideas by individuals. Normally, television would not 
be considered as having these advantages. The protesters in Eastern Germany,  
however, were able to use the Western television and other media for informing the 
population of the former GDR on the protests that emerged increasingly in 1989 [8]. 

In summary, it can be stated that media technology, easy access and low entry bar-
riers played always an important role in mass revolutions throughout history. It is not 
a unique consequence of the latest developments in information and communication 
technology. Therefore, the recent events in the Middle East might have happened 
sooner or later with a different course of events even without the use of social media. 

2.3 Revolutionary Timelines 

Looking at mass revolutions in the last centuries, it turns out that they are composed of 
single events and actions of different magnitudes. Although the Egyptian revolution is 
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referred to as the “January 25th Revolution”, there is a set of previous events leading up 
to it [9]. The same can be observed for the time after the presidents of the region were 
ousted. The process of negotiating the new principle foundations of everyday life is 
contains violent events with a smaller magnitude than the main happening. This can be 
seen in both successful revolutions such as the French Revolution that peaked in 1789 
and not successful ones such as the German Revolution in 1848. 

Figure 1 shows a smoothed graphical representation of such a typical course of 
events. The horizontal axis is considered the timeline from left to right while the ver-
tical axis refers to actions of opposing parties with different magnitudes. In the case of 
the Egyptian or Tunisian revolution, the central peak would relate to the ousting of the 
president. The waves on the left are the events and counter-events preceding the oust-
ing. The waves after the peak on the right refer to events that represent the struggle of 
power between different parties. Interestingly, this course of events can be 
represented mathematically by the formula: 

 f(x) = sin(x)/x 

The following chapter is going to look at possibilities to describe different mass  
revolutions throughout the history by this formula. 

 

Fig. 1. Graphical representation of the course of revolutions [as displayed by google.com 
searching for f(x)=(sin(x)/x)] 

3 The Changing Characteristic of Media Technology 

The previous chapter concludes that media technology was always an important com-
ponent of mass revolutions. So what has changed since the French Revolution? What 
are the differences between the technology available then and now? 
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It has been argued that mediated communication is essential for dissimilating in-
formation and ideas to the masses. Looking at the historical developments of other 
domains helps to understand the most important changing characteristic. 

The sector of transportation saw tremendous changes in the last centuries. The dai-
ly distance possible to travel in the 19th century with a carriage drawn by horses was 
about forty miles maximum [10]. Today’s high speed trains allow traveling this dis-
tance in 12min while it takes a plane about 4 minutes only.  Besides the increased 
comfort, the speed of transportation is 165 times faster than centuries ago. 

The changes that occurred in the business and financial sector are even more dras-
tic. Before the invention of the telegraph, it took traders at the stock exchange be-
tween days and weeks in order to finish a transaction. The New York Stock Exchange 
today is able to close a transaction in 0.5ms [11]. The factor for the increase in speed 
is of hundreds of millions. 

The distribution of news did undergo a similar development. According to [12] it 
took from 21 October 1805 to 6 November 1805 to publish the Battle of Trafalgar in 
the London Gazette. Similarly “the French invasion of Russia on 24 June 1812” was 
“published in The Times on 13 July 1812”. Nowadays, a tweet or post on Facebook is 
published in a couple of seconds. The combination of influencers with a lot of con-
nections and average users that “quickly convey the information from one neighbor to 
another” [13] results in the phenomenon of spreading the information faster than  
established media would do. 

In summary, speed of distribution can be seen as the changing characteristic of 
technology. Taking both the changes in speed and the mathematical representation of 
revolutions presented in the previous chapter, it even might be possible to come up 
with a formal way of describing the course of revolutionary events by taking into 
account various factors such as speed of communication provided by type of media 
technology, number of participants and intentions of insurgents. 

4 What’s Next? 

The diffusion of activities, statements and information increased tremendously 
through the usage of social networks such as Facebook and twitter. Compared to the 
high-speed trading executed at the stock markets, however, it is still in its infancy. 
The digitalization of the message with cameras and keyboards together with the dis-
tribution is still in the realm of seconds or even minutes. Projecting the latest technol-
ogical advances in the fields of ubiquitous computing and augmented reality,  
however, could lead to a boost in the speed of diffusion that would enable types of 
revolutions not yet known. 

A simple scenario combining the Google Glasses with an iWatch measuring and 
combining a huge set of data could lead to a true distribution of perceptions, emotions 
and happenings in real-time. Thus, if a huge amount of people share and synchronize 
such information, the network effect might be bigger and more influential than all the 
mass revolutions seen before. 
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5 Conclusion 

This paper looked at the role of media technology in the recent social and political 
developments in the Middle East. The so-called “social media revolution” has been 
put into a broader technological and historical context in order to gain a deeper under-
standing of its impact. It has been shown that principal characteristics such as easy 
access and low entry barriers in terms of costs were already one of the main factors 
that support the developments in the French Revolution in 1789. The only basic ele-
ment that changed constantly over the centuries was the speed of creation and trans-
mission of information. Therefore, it is argued that the Arab Spring should rather be 
called a movement supported by media technology rather than a “social media revolu-
tion”. The events would not have happened without the social and political reality on 
the ground. This reality, however, could have led to the same movement even without 
social media involved. 
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