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The vision of a citizen-designed, citizen-controlled worldwide communications network is a version of
technological utopianism that could be called the vision of “the electronic agora.”
In the original democracy, Athens, the agora was the marketplace, and more
– it was where citizens met to talk, gossip, argue,
size each other up, find the weak spots in political ideas by debating about them.
Howard Rheingold, The Virtual Community, 1993, para.59.

Abstract
The article is a research essay based on a thematic interdisciplinary literature-review that examines social media
using the lens of selected theories and concepts in information science and allied disciplines such as
communication and media ecology. The specific focus of the article is how social media has altered our notion
of cyberspace from being an abstract information space to being perceived as an actual place, for social media
more than any other digital media before it, embodies cyberspace and reifies it as a real place, both in our
everyday lives and in our public spheres. Anything can happen in this dynamic and heterogeneous place, just as
it can in a real place, including protests and revolutions.

Introduction
Although there is no agreed-upon definition of information society, scholars generally agree
that we live in one (Webster 2002). The concept of society in itself is a modern notion that
goes beyond the nineteenth-century notions of collectivist traditional community predicated
on place and vicinity (Agnew 2011, p.316). It is not rooted in any one place, and hence one
can be part of a society irrespective of geographical boundaries. In fact, we can be ‘apart
together’ (Huizinga 1950, p. 12) in an information society. With the rise of social media
combined with the ubiquity of mobile Internet devices, many of us are even ‘alone together’
(Turkle 2011, p.1); that is, we may be present together in a physical space, but still be alone
and ‘telepresent’ elsewhere, living in a ‘pocket technospace’ (Richardson 2007, p.205),
interacting with others who may not be with us, using haptic communications. Many have
proposed also that we are already moving from an information society to a network culture,
‘characterized by an unprecedented abundance of informational output and by an acceleration
of informational dynamics [between people]’ (Terranova 2004, p. 1). This evolution from
community to society to network culture is notable but in many ways it is a natural
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progression in that connectivity is no good without people to connect. Thus, while moving
the focus away from the individual to community to society to connectivity, social media has
also moved us further from mere connectivity into hyper-connectivity and a network culture,
where the network, rather than the network’s actors, becomes the focus of the culture.

In this network culture, social media has become more than just another network in
cyberspace, being a shared and lived-in global space that spans most of the world and is
influencing many aspects of our lives. We do our personal socialising on Facebook, we build
and share our professional networks on Twitter, we publicise our CVs on LinkedIn, we seek
answers on social question and answer sites such as Yahoo Answers, we read socially on
Goodreads, we eat socially on Yelp, we continually disseminate our views to the world on
blogs, and we watch the news on YouTube; there is some form of social media network to
fulfil every aspect of our everyday lives. In many ways, social media technologies have
already supplanted the home letterbox, the office mailbox, and television in many people’s
lives. This is possible because it is an affordance to co-experience that helps us
simultaneously experience and share our world with others by transcending not just spatial
distances, but also temporal distances. In doing so, social media platforms have become
tangible and real places where we gather in intended and unintended ways and this has the
potential to nurture democracy and civil society, sometimes in dynamic and unexpected ways.

This article explores the place of social media in contemporary civil society by examining
social media as a place in and of itself where people search for, seek, find, use and share
information for their personal, private, and public spheres. It does so using approaches from
Information Science, an interdisciplinary field ‘that investigates the properties and behaviour
of information, the forces governing the flow of information, and the means of processing
information for optimum accessibility and usability’ (Borko 1968, p.3). This includes the
study of human information behaviours or the totality of human behaviours (both cognitive
and affective) with respect to information, and draws upon insights from varied fields such as
cognitive psychology, sociology, human learning, organisational behaviour, communications
studies, philology, anthropology, evolutionary biology and philosophy.
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Social media as an information space
Social media is fuelled by information, just as the Internet and other digital media before it,
but the information on social media is different from other media in that we are not just
consumers of the information on it, but are also active producers of information within it. The
term prosumers developed in the context of a market economy by Alvin Toffler (1980) has
been applied to our so-called information economy where we are simultaneously producers
and consumers of information (Tapscott 1997) and to social media where we are now
produsers or both producers and users of content (Bruns 2009). Irrespective of the purpose of
production and use of information, social media is fundamentally an information space that is
transformed into a place through human interactions that create co-experience or an
experience in a social context that is shared, interpreted and given meaning with others
(Forlizzi and Battarbee 2004); this co-experience can be perceived through different lenses –
sociologists might see it as a social space, communication researchers as a communication
space, artists as a creative space and so on. This article will focus mainly on social media as
an information space and use spatial metaphors and theories to make sense of how we use
this space, and how we transform it into a place.

In many ways, social media is the contemporary incarnation of the Internet, which is a
complex information-and-communication environment, very much analogous to physical
environments, but consisting of symbolic rather than physical matter (Postman 1979). All
social networks (be they physical or online) are also information environments and people
engage in information behaviours within this environment. Information behaviour is the
‘totality of human behaviours with reference to information including unintentional or
passive behaviours such as glimpsing or encountering information’ (Wilson 2000, p.49) as
well as ‘purposive behaviours that do not involve seeking, such as actively avoiding
information’ (Case 2012, p.5). Increasingly this information is coming to us through social
media channels. It is estimated that one-third of all new content on the World Wide Web is
created on social media sites (most of it born-digital information) and accounts for 20% of all
time spent online across the world, with social media reaching 82% of the world’s online
population in 2011 (Comscore 2011).

The term social media represents a plurality of concepts and platforms rather than one
singular notion, but the essential underlying architecture of all social media is the same – one
that enables multipoint to multipoint (group) interactions, with very little structure or
34
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hierarchy; that is, it allows not just for one to many, or many to one, but also many to many
and peer to peer interaction along with choice, where Person A can follow Person B without
Person B making the same decision to follow Person A. There is no physical space in
cyberspace; instead, it is a de-centred network of computers that span spatial and temporal
boundaries, with no imposed order or hierarchy, allowing immediate connections between
any of its points in the same way that Deleuze and Guattari (1987, p. 7) described
rhizomatous connections. This means also that individuals have increasingly differentiated
ways to interact with people and with information in their everyday lives. This sets apart
social media sites from previous iterations of digital communities in that they not only allow
individuals to meet strangers, but also that they allow users to create, manage, control, and
make visible their social networks to those they choose, hence forming a transparent
community space with its implicit rules and codes of conduct which is fundamentally an
information space (Boyd & Ellison 2007; Haythornwaite 2005).

Social media as a place for information
The rise of social media is adding more dimensions to our notions of place where we
voluntarily or involuntarily become part of a public space termed networked publics or ‘an
imagined collective that emerges as a result of the intersection of people, technology, and
practice’ (Boyd 2010, p.39). People come together in this network from across geographical
divides and spatial and temporal divisions in the spirit of Habermas’ positive and vibrant
public sphere where none who are able and wish to join are excluded (Habermas 1989, p27).
This helps make social media a public place (Juris 2012) while also making social media a
place in and of itself – ‘a place to go to, a place to be in, a place to gather, and a place to be
seen in’ (Narayan, Talip, Watson, Edwards 2013, p.1). This influences how people seek,
share, communicate, collaborate and disseminate information. In short, they influence our
information behaviours, not just within this information space but also in our everyday lives.

So how does cyberspace become a place? In fact, how does any space become a place? The
notion of space ‘provides the context for places but derives its meaning from particular places’
(Relph 1976, p.8). A space becomes a particular place through the lived human experience
that focuses on the mediating role of place in both social relations and the acquisition of
meaning (Sack 1997; Agnew 2011) or in the words of geographer Fi-Yu Tuan ‘Place is
security, space is freedom: we are attached to the one and long for the other’ (Tuan 1977, p.3).
Cosmopolitan Civil Societies Journal, Vol.5, No.3, 2013
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Indeed, ‘a place require[s] human agency, is something that may take time to know’ (Sack
1997, p.16). While space refers to the specific coordinates or structural qualities of a physical
environment, our sense of place is a concept that includes the lived experience, interaction
and use of that space by its inhabitants, be they permanent or temporary. In effect, a space
becomes a place when we attribute meaning and value to a space, or in other words, the
notion of place is socially constructed and consists of ‘repositories and contexts within which
interpersonal, community, and cultural relationships occur, and it is to those social
relationships [affective, conative and cognitive], not just the place qua place, to which people
are attached’ (Low & Altman 1992, p. 7). These concepts around space/place are important in
understanding how we inhabit social media in our everyday lives and also how we use it to
engage with information, with society, with the civil sphere, and with the world at large.

Social media and the challenge of cosmopolitan civil societies
Sociologist Jeffrey Alexander urged that we conceive of civil society as a civil sphere,
analogous to Habermas’ concept of public sphere (Habermas 1989) but one that ‘relies on
solidarity, on feelings for others whom we do not know but whom we respect out of principle,
not experience’ (Alexander 2006, p.4); it relies on a wider solidarity alongside personal
autonomy. Such solidarity requires spaces and practices that enable it and nurture it, and
social media platforms provide this space while promoting the patterns of interaction that
shape our information practices and is easily integrated into one’s social fabric, making it an
ideal candidate for a public sphere.

Peter Dahlgren refines this idea of civil sphere down to a civic culture ‘comprising a number
of dynamically interrelated parameters such as values, affinity, knowledge, identities and
practices (Dahlgren 2005, p.158). This civic culture is evident in most social media sites
which group themselves around some common everyday values in which users share other
affinities such as common interests with faraway strangers within a familiar space, and where
they engage in knowledge sharing, and ‘where the most fundamental and most ubiquitous
practice is precisely civic interaction, and discussion’ (Dahlgren 2005, p. 159). Moreover ‘no
organisation “represents” civil society, civil society is a space of participation, not
representation’ (Kohler-Koch & Quittkat 2009, p.19). Social media provides this space of
participation and hence has a legitimate place in our contemporary civil society and our
conceptions of cosmopolitanism.
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Although there is no single conceptualisation of cosmopolitanism, the core idea relates to a
sense of mutual respect and tolerance within an environment with a diversity of cultures, of
being a citizen of the world and spanning boundaries without conflict; a ‘universality plus
difference’ [that is neither a naive universalism nor a universal cultural relativism] – ‘a name
for something that is a challenge rather than a solution’ (Appiah, 2007 p.xv). Ulrich Beck
(2009) proposes that cosmopolitanism is something that underpins the notion of hybridity, as
something that ‘rejects the either/or alternative between territorially-bounded national and
ethnic identities without denying the historical narrative behind them’ (Beck 2009, p.22).

Previous iterations of the Internet were expected to lead to cosmopolitanism – a digital
cosmopolitanism. Nevertheless, some studies (Zuckerman 2010) show that every country gets
all but 5% of its information from domestic sources and not from diverse information sources
as we would imagine, and in instances where clusters of activity do cross national borders,
they flow from pre-existing ethnic identities, as between expatriates and the home country,
and hence according to Zuckerman (2010) our perception of a digital cosmopolitanism
enabled by the Internet is simply an imaginary cosmopolitanism. This has also been called
cyber-balkanisation (Sunstein 2004, p.57) – ‘given the vast number of possible clusters one
can associate with, it becomes easy to find a comfortable niche with people just like oneself,
among other individuals whose views merely reinforce one's own…giving us the illusion that
we are connecting with others’ (2010 para 36). This confirms and connects to Information
Behaviour theories such as selective information seeking and concepts such as one’s
information source horizons.

Individuals generally tend to expose themselves to information that is already in accordance
with their interests, needs, or existing attitudes, and avoid information that contradicts them,
thus employing selective exposure, and consciously or unconsciously avoid or reject
information that does not agree with their world-view or previous experience (Jonas et. al
2001; Rogers 1983; Kuhlthau 1991). From a social and cultural aspect, this points to meaning
as fundamentally a shared concept, or all meaning as shared meaning (Dervin 1992)
involving a sense-making process within a personal frame of reference (Kuhlthau 1991).
Hence, people often stay within their own comfort zones in regard to information seeking and
information sharing, rather than venture into zones that involve a lot of sense-making. In a
study of young social activists’ use of digital technologies in Rwanda, Yerbury (2013) found
that they did not use the internet to create new connections outside the network of people they
Cosmopolitan Civil Societies Journal, Vol.5, No.3, 2013

37

already knew, and posits that such behaviours could be a hindrance to any attempts at
globalised action for social change (Yerbury 2013).

One’s interests drive one’s everyday information practices, and these interests structure the
subject areas of daily life into an order of importance or regions of relevance; these
preferences, in turn, are reflected in the construction of one’s information source horizons
(Savolainen 2007, p. 1712). Accomplishments in information technology are often celebrated
as tools to advance cosmopolitanism and the ‘global village’ (McLuhan 1964, p 63), or more
precisely, that ‘one’s “village” could span the globe’ (Wellman and Gulia 1999, p.333) by
removing the need for physical co-presence via telegraphy, radio, telephony, television,
Internet etc. Nevertheless, some argue that they have had no such effect (Zuckerman 2012;
Agnew 2011), for ‘what [the technologies] did do was [simply] help reconstitute and
reorganize spatial relations such that places [in the digital world] were remade and
reconfigured’ along existing worldviews and affinities (Agnew 2011, p.316). Despite the
diversity, richness, and accessibility of information in digital media, not all of us can access
the different ‘registers of knowledge’ in the digital world because the ‘the keys of knowledge
all don't always open the same doors’ (Shayegan 1996 translated by Silverstone 1999, p.24).

These are valid reservations that apply to social spaces as much as they do to digital and
social media, but they need to be viewed in the context of social media being predicated on
global communication technologies that are not yet accessible to a majority of the world.
Nevertheless, the spread and reach of these technologies is widening every day and in 2014,
the ranking of regions by social network users is expected to reflect regional shares of the
global population and also reach more of the younger demographic through mobile social
media (Pew Internet Research Center 2012; eMarketer 2013). Hence, digital cosmopolitanism
or virtual cosmopolitanism in regard to social media bears studying as it is still an emerging
new information environment with great potential to aid cosmopolitanism, for it gives voice
to citizens who are often ignored, and can shine light on places often bypassed by mainstream
media. It is also an economically and socially viable manner of building social and cultural
capital where communication tends to be playful, positive and informal (Soukup 2006) and
an emerging space for social questioning and answering (Social Q&A) where people are
increasingly seeking and providing information about everyday life, medical, as well as
extraordinary situations (Morris, Teevan & Panovich 2010). Cosmopolitanism is also
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a name for the ever-shifting, ever-vibrant space in which persons fuse reflective
openness to the new with reflective loyalty to the known. Cast in other terms it is
a name for a dynamic way of leaving and remaining at home (Hansen et al. 2009
p. 592)

This connects well to the discussion of space/place in the previous section and how social
media creates and provides affordance to this vibrant space and provides us with a dynamic
way of leaving while remaining at home, and of being home while away, of being a citizen of
the world à la Diogenes; a place for a rooted cosmopolitanism rather than an elitist and
eclectic perception of cosmopolitanism that is not accessible to all (Olson 2011, p.5).

Social media in everyday life
One of the most notable aspects of this cyberspace (Gibson 1984) is the problematisation of
the boundaries that offered structure to everyday life and the disappearance of the lines
between private and work spheres (Schement & Curtis 1995); this is more so within digital
social media for it straddles traditional notions of personal, professional, and public space,
and even makes it hard to pry apart personal and public time. Although professionals,
organisations, and academics alike increasingly use social media for informal information
sharing, communication, and disseminating information (Chamberlin & Lehmann, 2011;
Kassens-Noor 2012), issues related to credibility and authenticity mean social media is still
seen as an informal communication media rather than a formal one (Black 2008; Hadjerrouit
2011). Nevertheless, in everyday life and work ‘many people use formal sources rarely,
relying instead on informal sources such as friends and family, or knowledgeable colleagues
at work’ (Case 2012, p.375). In fact, ‘barring special circumstances, people turn to other
people when seeking everyday information’ (Fisher et. al, 2005, para 2). This type of
information seeking and sharing between people without the involvement of a perceived
cognitive authority is increasingly evident in social media spaces within interactions between
people and with organisations both formally and informally (Talip, Narayan, Watson,
Edwards 2013) as people first ask questions of their networks within social media before
seeking information outside of it; the only authority here is the authority of experience that
the people in the network share with each other.

One defining aspect of social media technologies is how it has altered and made fluid our
sense of time and space, more so than previous technologies. Giddens’ notion of time-space
distanciation or the separation of time [when] from space [where] (Giddens 1981, p. 4) and
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Harvey’s notion of time-space compression (Harvey 1990, p. 226) in postmodern life are still
relevant, but this loss of fixity is further amplified in social media. While the rise of digital
media prompted scholars to remark on the loss of public places (Gumpert 1987), social media
in combination with mobile technologies has prompted a warning also about creating
‘disembodied private places’ (Gumpert & Drucker 2009, p. 1) within physical public places
where a person can be there and yet not there. It also allows people to choose how they
employ their digital private space, analogous to how Edward Hall, in his theory of proxemics
(Hall 1966, p.60) describes our different approaches to people in our physical communication
environments to maintain separation and distance as needed – intimate, personal, social or
public distance. In this way, social media allows us also create a form of embodied
interaction (Dourish 2001, p.17), an interaction that occurs in real time but in virtual space
instead of real space, yet is intertwined with our physical worlds, thus creating a place. In fact,
while some see cyberspace as an individual conceptual space, most see it as a product of civil
and social interaction (Strate, Jacobson, & Gibson 1996) where our collective actions are
turned into meaning through our interactions. Although it sounds tautological, this is certainly
true of social media spaces that would not exist without the people that make it a place.

The fluidity, non-fixity, and ambiguity of space and time unbounded by physical or temporal
borders afforded by digital media have prompted some scholars to see cyberspace as a utopia
where a new society can evolve (Barlow 1996; Shirky 2008), while others simply see it as an
unexceptional isotopia that simply mirrors the real-world (Lefebvre 1996; Cohen, 2007).
Social media, on the other hand, has the potential to be a heterotopia, a term Michel Foucault
used to describe distinct human societies ‘that have the curious property of being in relation
with all other sites… of juxtaposing in a single real place several spaces, several sites that are
in themselves incompatible’ (Foucault 1986, p.25-26). Although Foucault applied this to
alternate spaces such as brothels, cemeteries, colonies, and even museums and theatres, ‘it
refers in one sense to a place that is socially different from the (implicitly normal) spaces
surrounding it. However, the difference presented by heterotopia is not essential to that place.
Instead, heterotopia is foremost an ambiguous, variable, and dynamic site that incites (re-)
consideration and (re-)negotiation of socio-spatial norms’ (Kraftl 2010, p.355). Many (but not
all) social media spaces can be considered heterotopias as they are alternate spaces in our
societal web that is a reflective space rather than simply a reflection of the real world.
‘Heterotopia are spaces in which an alternative social ordering is performed’ (Hetherington
1997, p.52) as opposed to a modernist society based upon ordering individual persons
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(Agnew 2011, p.316) or a traditional collectivist community based on ordering by place and
vicinity. Mainstream social media sites such as LinkedIn reproduce and extend real-life
professional networking whereas facebook.com and twitter.com can be considered isotopias
that simply mirror and replicate the real world in the main (or even our imagined utopias in
some cases). Other alternative social media such as 4chan.com, reddit.com, chatroulette.com,
ask.fm, and formspring.me can be considered social media sites that are on the cyber-frontier,
for they can be
places of freedom (where rules are limited) or danger (where rules do not protect)
– and sometimes both…Social media websites can also be other places, set aside
from routine kinds of interactions… heterotopic social media websites take the
user out of the routines of regular life…and are characterised by their liminality
where users are both within the site and in the physical world…where the
separation between them is not clear (Marlin-Bennet & Thornton 2012, p.596).

Social gaming websites such as World of Warcraft can also be considered heterotopias as
they are ‘capable of juxtaposing in a single real place several spaces, several sites that are in
themselves incompatible’ (Foucault 1986, p.25).

Another concept that relates to social media is The Third Place concept, which explains one
of the ways in which a space becomes a place. Third Places are hangouts at the heart of a
community, or the ‘great good places in society, a public place that hosts the regular,
voluntary, informal, and happily anticipated gatherings of individuals beyond the realms of
home and work’ (Oldenburg 1997, p.16). They are important for civil society, democracy,
civic engagement, and establishing feelings of a sense of place. Oldenburg proposed that any
place can be a Third Place, but he firmly rooted it in the notions of a physical space. Other
scholars have argued that computer-mediated information environments, including social
media, are highly suitable for being considered a Third Place in our contemporary world as
they have indeed evolved into hangouts at the heart of certain communities (Soukup 2006;
Crick 2011; Sternberg 2012). In fact, on social media, ‘people’s sense of social place may be
restored ...or they may begin to develop a sense of social place if they were previously
unacquainted with such feelings’ (Sternberg 2012, p.174). This idea that Third Places can
actually help develop a sense of social place is remarkable and definitely adds to the claim of
social media as a Third Place and a great good place in our contemporary information society,
which can also be viewed as an information commons shared by everyone in civil society.
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The concept of information commons was proposed in the 1990s by libraries, civic
organisations and scholars as key to 21st century democracy. It evolved from historical ideas
about shared spaces such as the public commons in England. Information commons extends
this concept to virtual spaces where information and ideas can be freely exchanged. It
envisions the creation and maintenance of a wide variety of openly accessible democratic
information resources that are free from access restrictions and ‘information enclosure’
(Kranich 2004, p.6) in order to create a community for ‘democratic participation, openness,
social equity, and diversity’ (Bollier & Watts 2002, p.3). Social media applications are highly
conducive to this notion of information commons. This is partly because social media
facilitates ‘phatic communication’ (Miller 2008, p.395) or ‘small talk’ whose main purpose is
a social one and not necessarily one of communicating any information. Despite many
scholars’ reservations about the usefulness of such phatic communications in the public
sphere (Karpf 2010), others argue that such phatic communication helps people develop
online communities through seemingly personal but inconsequential small conversation; they
build engagement, solidarity, and ceremony (habits) that create inter-personal trust through
familiarity and interaction that is a crucial element of civil society (Makice 2009; Gibson
2002). Indeed, digital and social media communities that begin as informal spaces do evolve
their own norms and rules of behaviour, and often engage in the public use of reason for
collaborative planning and deliberative democracy (Schlosberg, Shulman, and Zavestoski
2007); this is related to the communicative rationality of Habermas’ (1989) public sphere.
However, there are still issues that influence the use of social media as information commons.
The key issues are trust, authorship, authority, reliability, credibility, and convergence of
information, along with cost of participation in terms of time and effort (Velonaki, et al. 2008;
Gannon-Leary et. al. 2011; Westerman et al. 2012).

In societies that lack civil and democratic values, strong ties to family and the clan tend to be
a prevalent form of ties but they inhibit interactions with those outside the network (Gibson
2002). Hence the creation of weak ties in the form of social networks is important in order to
spread new ideas, and to foster civil and democratic values. The theory of Strength of Weak
Ties states that within an information network, ‘those to whom we are weakly tied are more
likely to move in circles different from our own and will thus have access to information
different from that which we receive’ (Granovetter 1973, p.1375). In social media, these
weak ties are a ‘rich source of new information that we tap when we are trying to improve
our lot… We might trust socially distant people less, but the information and contacts they
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have may be intrinsically more valuable because we cannot access them ourselves’
(Christakis & Fowler 2011, p. 158).

The theory of strong and weak ties was extended through the theory of information grounds,
which are ‘social settings where information, people, and place come together and
[unintentionally] create information flow within a physical environment’ (Pettigrew 1998,
p.811) such as in doctor’s waiting rooms and hair salons (Fisher, Landry, & Naumer 2007).
Unlike the Third Place, it is not a designated place and there need not be regulars. Social
media platforms share many of the characteristics of being online information grounds except
that information, people, and online platform (space) come together to create information
flow in a much less restrictive way than in physical information grounds, as they are
unbounded by temporal and spatial restrictions, enabling effective information sharing
geographically across any number of physical spaces, both synchronously and
asynchronously (Counts & Fisher 2010). The openness, transparency and availability of
social media have also helped users share, disseminate, and find information serendipitously
in online spaces (Campbell, Ellis, & Adebonojo 2012). This serendipitous information
acquisition on social media is not a naïve encountering of information, but just as in physical
information grounds where people, place and information come together, it is an ability to
drown out the noise and pick up what is meaningful or relevant to us. Preparedness of mind
or intuitive sagacity, ‘a random juxtaposition of ideas in which loose pieces of information
frequently undergo a period of incubation in the mind and are brought together by the
demands of some external event, such as a reference query, which serves as a catalyst’
(Liestman 1992, p. 530), plays a large role in serendipitous information encountering and
serendipitous information discovery on social media within our everyday lives.

Social media as a hybrid thirdspace in the civil sphere
Postcolonial theorist Homi K. Bhabha, in his Location of Culture, describes a hybrid space,
since termed the thirdspace, a concept that adds social and historical dimensions to the spatial.
It is a space where two cultures share an extraterritorial space of discourse; this space can be
in the public sphere where the centre and the margins come together for dialogue but is often
also a space on the margins for whispered plotting and planning (Soja, 1996; Bhabha 1994;
Spivak 1988). In our contemporary society, social media has become the extraterritorial
medium of choice for those within this hybrid thirdspace, organising public action or seeking
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solidarity for their political or democratic causes and revolutions. This is evident from recent
events that originated with or alongside social media in countries such as Tunisia, Egypt, Iran,
and Bahrain that gained worldwide attention. Irrespective of whether these events are seen as
successful or unsuccessful attempts at organising public opinion and influencing authorities,
it cannot be denied that social media tools are helping build more informed communities
which enables them to express and share political and national opinions publicly, increase
transparency, and seek to hold governments accountable (Ghannam 2011). Social media can
aid in democratising as it encourages and enables collective interactions and provides the
resources to organise political changes. This is true both in the sense of facilitating pluralised
interaction and discourse in everyday life as well as providing the means for organising for
democracy (Ghanavizi 2011; Sreberny and Khiabany 2010).

Blaise Cronin and Holly Crawford (1999) proposed the concept of community/social
information warfare, where political and social activists use the Internet and related
technologies to advance their objectives. They argue that the Internet provides the
‘immediacy of audience access’ (Cronin & Crawford 1999, p.261), where social information
warfare can thrive. The earliest example of a major social information warfare operation was
the Zapatista movement in Mexico from 1994 to 1996, where the Internet was effectively
used to force the government into making reforms (Ronfeldt & Arquilla 1998). The Internet
was used to mobilise protests at the WTO summit in Seattle in 1999, and later, mobile phones
and online social media have been used to orchestrate anti-government protests in the
Philippines, Iran, Moldova, and Urumqi in China (Pillay, van Niekerk & Maharaj 2010). The
uprisings in Tunisia, Egypt, Iran, and Bahrain in 2011 and onward are the latest in this
budding trend of using social media to facilitate mass protest actions. Such citizen-driven
social media can achieve three interrelated goals through cyber-activism: erosion of support
for the state (both domestically and internationally), mobilisation, and internationalisation
(McLaughlin 2003). This was the case in Egypt and in Libya in 2011 where social media
sites were crucial to cyber-activism, especially as protesters set up extraterritorial proxy
servers in the face of mass censorship by authorities in the respective countries (Dainotti et al.
2011).

There have been decentralised, diffuse, and leaderless networks since at least the 1960s but
social media sites have made them more transparent and helped the diffusion of global justice
movements by enhancing their scale of operation and allowing activists to more effectively
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communicate and coordinate across geographic spaces without the need for vertical
hierarchies (Juris 2012). Social media sites are also used for generating grass-roots support by
non-government organisations (NGOs), as well civil society, social justice, and equality
advocacy organisations that mobilise supporters through communications alone. These new
online civil society organisations are ‘redefining membership from a financial-supporter
relationship to a communication-recipient relationship’ (Karpf 2010, p. 5). Examples include
MoveOn.org, Avaaz.org, Change.org, GetUp.org, DestroytheJoint.org and several other
activist organisations that use petitions and actionable items that are propagated through
social media (Caro 2013; Hara & Huang 2011; Marichal 2010; Rutledge 2010; Valenzuela
2013; Vromen 2011).
By involving individuals from diverse geographical, cultural and social locations with the
opportunity to publicly participate in dialogue and collective action on social issues, these
civil society organisations are changing the nature and landscape of social protest and
activism locally (Rutledge, 2010; Hara & Huang, 2011) albeit their global effects are less
evident. Social media channels ‘allow individuals to quickly, cheaply, and effectively blast
out vast amounts of information, links, and updates via person-to-person, ego-centered
networks…taking advantage of powerful “small-world” effects to generate massive viral
communication flows’ (Juris 2012, p.267). This is possible because social media enables
individuals to connect with and participate in forceful collective action in a way that is
integrated with their everyday activities and behaviours in an online world (Bennett, 2012;
Rotman et al. 2011). This could be seen as a shallow solidarity and has been referred to as
‘clicktivism’ (Karpf 2010, p.8) rather than true activism, but Juris (2012) posits the idea of
networking logics where such practices build more than ‘horizontal connections across
diversity and difference by helping other political actors interpret such practices’, thus
initiating action. On the other hand, aggregation logics also ‘shapes our interactions with
social media and generates particular patterns of social and political interaction that involve
the viral flow of information and subsequent aggregations of large numbers of individuals in
concrete physical spaces’ (Juris 2012). In this way, one’s effortless entry into such online
solidarity spaces by entering them via clickable gateways on social media can indeed lead to
a connection between the virtual space and physical space, and between our online lives and
the public square.

Cosmopolitan Civil Societies Journal, Vol.5, No.3, 2013

45

In 1996 Barlow prophesied that cyberspace would be ‘a civilization of the mind’ and
challenged the world’s governments, ‘Your legal concepts . . . do not apply to us’. (Barlow
1996, para. 9). In 2011 Howard et al. declared that power to control information no longer
resides exclusively with the institutions of the state and that it resides in media networks,
specifically technologically mediated social media (Howard et. al. 2011). Yet, sadly, in 2013,
through revelations around global security monitoring (Schmidt & Cohen 2013) we were
reminded that ‘the ungovernability of cyberspace was neither permanent nor technologically
necessary’ (Cohen 2007, p.217), and that 'the differences in cyberspace expose the latent
ambiguities in even formerly straightforward legal guarantees' (Lessig 2000, p. 22); this
works both ways, and as the very infrastructure of cyberspace depends on authorities of
power, it is truly a heterotopian thirdspace where the centre and margins can and do come
together, especially in times of conflict or unrest. When asked about social media in the
context of thirdspace, Homi K. Bhabha, in an interview (2013), said:
I think social media is very important, but we have not developed the kind of
public institutions that would allow social media to be more than episodic. We
need it to have a sense of the ongoing conversations in a place of public
resonance. And I don't think we have those institutions. That's why, whether
Twitter or Facebook, we have to build into these very important innovations
space for reflective conversations. That is one of the most important bases of
democratic growth. We have to create institutions where public reason can be
disseminated, constructed in a context so that we can have the full use of digital
communication. We need a public sphere of the digital world (Bhabha 2013, p.4)

Social media certainly has the potential of moving from the civil sphere to the public sphere,
and has done so in many instances – governments increasingly use social media platforms
also for eGovernment and disaster management specifically – but issues of trust and
credibility still remain due to questions about privacy and security. There is also a movement
initiated by public-service employees across the world to make government more open,
transparent, digital, mobile and citizen-centric, and social media use is an integral part of that
effort. For example, public sector employees in Australia have been self-organising around
Gov 2.0 conferences (via social media about social media) around the country to share and
promote innovative ways in which governments can use social media in achieving a more
citizen-oriented, open and responsive government and promote democratic conversations and
civic discourse. There is also a Gov 2.0 taskforce (gov2.net.au/) set up the Australian
government to look at incorporating social media technologies to aid deliberative democracy.
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Conclusion
This article examined the various ways in which we can conceive of and perceive social
media and how this intersects with pre-existing theories of how we as humans seamlessly
translate habits and information practices from our physical spatial environment to
cyberspace and to virtual places. And yet, the literature reveals a paucity of empirical
research on how social media is influencing our everyday lives. This is a rich area of
exploration and theory building that social science researchers can contribute to in a way that
helps build civil discourse.

There is one issue this article did not touch upon and that is the increasingly relevant issue of
uncivil behaviours and rule-breaking within social media. Just as in the physical places of
human society, the social media space is inhabited also by seemingly unwanted elements –
from bullies to criminals to profiteers to perverts. As well, issues of user privacy versus statesurveillance dominate current discourse around social media. Howard Rheingold’s optimistic
vision of a technological utopianism (the epigram for this article) ends with an ominous
warning: ‘But another kind of vision could apply to the use of the Net in the wrong ways, a
shadow vision of a less utopian kind of place - the Panopticon’ (Rheingold 1993, para. 60).
And thereby hangs a cautionary tale, for social media can liberate, or social media can be a
trap, even as we work together to create a more citizen-centred public sphere of the digital
world.
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