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Bu tez, dijital ¢agda sosyal medyanin evrimini ve yapay zekanin (YZ) bu platformlar
tizerindeki doniistiiriicii roliinii incelemektedir. Sosyal medyanin bireysel ifade, sosyal
etkilesim ve bilgi paylagimi tiizerindeki etkilerini vurgularken, YZ'nin igerik
kisisellestirme, moderasyon ve veri analizi alanlarindaki katkilarina odaklanmaktadir.
Caligmada ayrica, icerik algoritmalarindaki onyargilar, mahremiyet endiseleri ve
dezenformasyonun yayilma potansiyeli gibi YZ ile ilgili etik meseleler
degerlendirilmektedir. Bunun yami sira, YZ'nin toplumsal hareketlerin harekete
gecirilmesindeki rolii ve demokratik katilim iizerindeki etkisi ele alinmaktadir.
Arastirma, bu teknolojik gelismelerin olumlu ve olumsuz yonleri arasinda bir denge
kurulmasi gerekliligini vurgulamakta ve dijital ekosistemin daha kapsayici ve etik bir

sekilde sekillendirilmesi i¢in paydaslar arasinda is birligi ¢agrisinda bulunmaktadir.
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ABSTRACT

THE IMPACT OF AI-ENHANCED SOCIAL MEDIA ON MOBILIZING SOCIAL
MOVEMENTS: ANALYZING THE 2022 SRI LANKA PROTEST
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Open Researcher and Contributor ID (ORC-1D): 0000-0002-9504-3884
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This thesis examines the evolution of social media in the digital age and the
transformative role of artificial intelligence (Al) on these platforms. While
highlighting social media's impact on individual expression, social interaction, and
information sharing, it focuses on Al's contributions to content personalization,
moderation, and data analysis. The study also evaluates ethical issues related to All,
including biases in content algorithms, privacy concerns, and its potential to spread
disinformation. Additionally, it explores Al's role in mobilizing social movements and
its influence on democratic participation. The research emphasizes the need to balance
these technological developments' positive and negative aspects and calls for
collaboration among stakeholders to shape the digital ecosystem more inclusively and

ethically.

Keywords: Artificial Intelligence, Content Algorithms, Disinformation, Ethical

Issues, Social Media, Social Movements.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

The convergence of artificial intelligence (Al) and social media has reshaped the
landscape of political participation and collective action, offering unprecedented
opportunities for citizens to voice grievances, organize movements, and hold
governments accountable. As digital platforms become integral to contemporary social
movements, their transformative potential has garnered significant attention from
scholars, policymakers, and activists. The 2022 Sri Lankan protests, often called the
Aragalaya movement, provide a compelling case study of how Al-enhanced social
media can catalyze grassroots activism, amplify marginalized voices, and influence

governance outcomes.

In April 2022, Sri Lanka plunged into a severe economic and political crisis marked
by widespread shortages of necessities, inflation, and accusations of systemic
corruption. Public discontent culminated in mass protests that drew millions of citizens
from diverse social, economic, and cultural backgrounds. Central to these protests was
the use of social media platforms, particularly Twitter/X, which played a crucial role
in mobilizing collective action and shaping public discourse. Hashtags such as
#Aragalaya and #GoHomeGota2022 emerged as digital symbols of resistance, uniting
citizens in their accountability and systemic reform demands. Unlike traditional
protests, which relied on physical organization and mainstream media for visibility,
the Sri Lankan movement leveraged Al-enhanced social media algorithms to transcend
geographic and demographic boundaries, creating a global network of solidarity and

advocacy.

Al technologies embedded in social media platforms significantly influenced the
dynamics of the Sri Lankan protests. By prioritizing engaging and emotionally
resonant content, Al-driven algorithms ensured that key narratives reached broad
audiences both locally and internationally. These algorithms, designed to optimize



user engagement, amplified posts documenting police brutality, economic grievances,
and grassroots initiatives, thus sustaining the momentum of the protests over several
months. The ability of Al-enhanced platforms to curate, personalize, and amplify
content in a real-time marked a departure from traditional forms of media,
underscoring their growing role as both enablers of participatory democracy and
shapers of public opinion (Rieder, 2020).

While the democratizing potential of social media is widely acknowledged, it is
equally important to recognize its dual-edged nature. The same Al algorithms that
amplify marginalized voices and foster collective action can also propagate
misinformation, deepen polarization, and manipulate public sentiment. For instance,
during the Sri Lankan protests, some tweets and posts exaggerated or misrepresented
events, raising questions about the ethical implications of algorithmic curation. This
duality highlights the need to critically examine how Al-enhanced platforms influence
the formation of political consciousness, the organization of social movements, and

the outcomes of governance crises (Diakopoulos, 2019).

This thesis examines the intersection of Al-enhanced social media and political
mobilization, focusing on the Sri Lankan protests as a case study. The research seeks
to understand how Al-driven algorithms influenced the visibility, framing, and impact
of protest narratives and their role in connecting local movements to global audiences.
The study employs qualitative thematic analysis to explore key themes such as youth
mobilization, symbolic communication, law enforcement accountability, and global
amplification. The findings aim to contribute to the growing body of literature on
digital activism, offering insights into the opportunities and challenges posed by Al in

shaping contemporary governance and resistance movements.

Several key questions guide the research: How did Al-enhanced social media
platforms influence the mobilization of the Sri Lankan protests? What role did
hashtags, algorithms, and symbolic narratives play in shaping public consciousness
and sustaining the movement? To what extent did these platforms amplify or distort
protestors' demands, and what lessons can be drawn for the ethical governance of Al

technologies in social movements? These questions underscore the need to critically



evaluate Al-enhanced platforms' transformative potential and limitations, particularly

in political instability and governance crises.

This study's significance lies in its contribution to understanding the evolving
relationship between technology and activism in the 21st century. By analyzing the
dynamics of the Sri Lankan protests, the research sheds light on how digital platforms
powered by Al are redefining the boundaries of political participation, advocacy, and
accountability. It also highlights the need for ethical frameworks and policy
interventions to ensure that these technologies serve as tools for democratic

empowerment rather than instruments of division or exploitation.

In the following chapters, this thesis unpacks how Al-enhanced social media facilitated
the Sri Lankan protests, drawing on theoretical perspectives such as agenda-setting,
framing, and symbolic interactionism. The findings offer a nuanced understanding of
the interplay between digital platforms and socio-political movements, emphasizing

their implications for governance, activism, and the future of participatory democracy.



CHAPTER I

AI-ENHANCED SOCIAL MEDIA

2.1. Social Media: From Digital Novelty to Global Catalyst

Initially a digital novelty, social media has become a fundamental component of
modern communication, profoundly influencing individual and societal interactions
(Van Dijck, 2013; Baym, 2015). Its pervasive presence reshapes personal expression,
public discourse, and collective engagement (Papacharissi, 2015; Ellison et al., 2007).
In today's digital age, social media has redefined the paradigms of identity expression,
enabling individuals to showcase diverse facets of their personalities and viewpoints
across global platforms (Boyd, 2014; Zhao et al.,, 2008). Moreover, it has
revolutionized public dialogue, offering a dynamic forum for debate, discussion, and
dissemination of information, thereby reshaping the traditional mechanisms of social
interaction and engagement strategies (Castells, 2012; Jenkins, 2006). Through its
capacity to connect disparate groups and foster a global community, social media has
emerged as a pivotal force in shaping cultural norms, influencing debates, and driving
social change, marking a significant departure from conventional communication
channels (Tufekci, 2017; Shirky, 2011).

In an era defined by the paramount importance of information—often likened to the
air we breathe—social media platforms stand out as indispensable conduits for the
flow of ideas and knowledge (Gillespie, 2018; Vaidhyanathan, 2018). These platforms
have taken on a critical role in the democratization of information, breaking down
barriers that once restricted access to knowledge and enabling more equitable
participation in the global exchange of ideas (Jenkins, 2006; Shirky, 2008). As vibrant
hubs for cultural exchange, political discourse, and the orchestration of social
movements, social media has fundamentally altered how societies interact, debate, and
mobilize (Castells, 2012; Tufekci, 2017). By facilitating platforms where voices,
regardless of geographic or socio-economic boundaries, can be heard, social media



challenges the traditional gatekeepers of information and power structures within the
media landscape (Marwick & Boyd, 2011; Ellison et al., 2011). This shift towards a
more inclusive and immediate communication framework has not only broadened the
scope of who can participate in public discourse but has also empowered grassroots
movements, marginalized communities, and individuals to wield significant influence
over public opinion and policy-making processes (Howard & Hussain, 2013; Freelon
et al., 2016). The transformative impact of social media on the mechanisms of social
interaction, collective action, and the democratization of information underscores its
role as a catalyst for societal change, challenging existing hierarchies and redefining
the dynamics of power and influence in the digital age (Papacharissi, 2015; Castells,
2012).

The genesis of social media is intricately linked with the early evolution of the internet,
a groundbreaking technology initially designed to exchange information that
eventually became a cornerstone for global connectivity (Hafner & Lyon, 1996;
Rheingold, 1993). During its formative years, the internet was characterized by a
network of Bulletin Board Systems (BBS) and online forums. These platforms
provided spaces for individuals to post messages, share insights, and exchange
information, representing a foundational yet transformative phase of digital interaction
(Driscoll, 2014; Hauben & Hauben, 1997). This early digital environment laid the
groundwork for the interactive and communal nature of the modern internet (Boyd &
Ellison, 2007; Castells, 2001). These platforms, while primitive by today's standards,
were instrumental in establishing the core principles that would underpin the ethos of
social media: fostering connectivity, nurturing community, and promoting the sharing
of information (Rheingold, 2000; Herring, 2008). This era set the stage for a new way
of interacting, where distance and time no longer posed the insurmountable barriers
they once were, thereby planting the seeds for the global village concept that would
later define the digital age (McLuhan & Powers, 1989; Castells, 2001).

As the turn of the millennium approached, the internet underwent a profound
transformation with the emergence of Web 2.0. This evolution indicated a departure
from the static and linear web pages that typified Web 1.0, giving rise to an internet
era characterized by dynamic user-generated content, enhanced interactivity, and a

level of collaboration among users not seen before (O'Reilly, 2005; Shirky, 2008).



Web 2.0 was more than a technological advancement; it signified a fundamental shift
in how the internet was used and perceived (Boyd & Ellison, 2007; Jenkins, 2006).
This era enabled users to move from passive content consumers to active content
creators, distributors, and curators (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; Burgess & Green,
2018). Such a shift towards the democratization of content creation and sharing
marked a seminal moment in digital communication history, setting the stage for
developing the contemporary social media landscape (Boyd & Ellison, 2007; Van
Dijck, 2013).

This transformative period was crucial in developing and proliferating social media
platforms. During this time, the forerunners of today's social media giants began to
take shape, fundamentally altering human connection and communication (Boyd,
2014; Marwick, 2013). These emerging platforms capitalized on the participatory
nature of Web 2.0, enabling individuals to construct personal profiles, forge digital
connections with friends and family, share multimedia content, and engage in
discussions in real time (Ellison et al., 2007; Papacharissi, 2015). This evolution
expanded the horizons of communication from traditional dyadic interactions and
broadcast models to include complex networks of many-to-many communications
(Shirky, 2008; Jenkins, 2006). The result was a rich digital tapestry of interconnected
social networks through which a constant stream of information, ideas, and personal
expressions flowed, weaving together a new global community (Van Dijck, 2013;
Castells, 2012).

Concurrently, the ascension of social media was propelled by significant technological
advancements, especially in mobile computing (Rainie & Wellman, 2012; Ling,
2012). The advent and widespread adoption of smartphones and the availability of
mobile internet access catalyzed the ubiquity of social media, embedding it key into
the fabric of daily life (Campbell & Ling, 2008; Goggin, 2011). This era of rapid
technological innovation enabled social media platforms to enhance their interfaces,
making them more intuitive, engaging, and seamlessly integrated into everyday
routines (Turkle, 2011; Wellman & Haythornthwaite, 2002). The synergy between
mobile technology and social media platforms sparked a revolution in communication,

making it possible for users to stay connected, share experiences, and access



information from virtually anywhere, at any time (Rainie & Wellman, 2012; Ling,
2012).

The impact of social media on society is profound and multifaceted. It has
revolutionized the dissemination of information, breaking down barriers and enabling
individuals around the globe to share their stories and perspectives with a vast audience
(Boyd, 2014; Shirky, 2008). This democratization of information has shifted the power
dynamics traditionally held by mainstream media and advertising, positioning social
media platforms as crucial players in the distribution of news and the shaping of
marketing strategies (Van Dijck, 2013; Jenkins, 2006). Moreover, social media has
emerged as a formidable force in social movements and political activism. Its role in
organizing protests, amplifying social issues, and shaping public opinion has
underscored its capacity to connect individuals and mobilize communities toward
collective action (Tufekci, 2017; Bennett & Segerberg, 2013). The digital age, marked
by the rise of social media, has thus redefined the landscapes of communication,
community building, and civic engagement, illustrating the transformative power of

these platforms in shaping contemporary society (Castells, 2012; Papacharissi, 2015).

2.1.1. The Evolution of Digital Media: From Bulletin Boards to Social Networks

The advent of 'New Media' marked a pivotal shift from traditional analog formats to
digital interactions (Negroponte, 1995; Castells, 2001). This digital revolution,
propelled by technological advancements and the internet, transformed media
production, dissemination, and engagement (Manovich, 2001; Jenkins, 2006). Lev
Manovich's "The Language of New Media" outlines the unique attributes of new
media, such as numerical representation and modularity, distinguishing it from its

predecessors (Manovich, 2001).

The internet's evolution from a niche academic and military tool into a pervasive public
utility significantly redefined information access and sharing worldwide (Hafner &
Lyon, 1996; Abbate, 1999). Nicholas Negroponte's "Being Digital” predicted this
digital revolution, highlighting its impact on media consumption and user accessibility
(Negroponte, 1995). This shift prompted traditional media to adopt digital formats,

expanding media engagement and laying the groundwork for social media (Jenkins,



2006; Shirky, 2008). The internet's capacity to democratize information and foster
global communities transcended geographical and cultural boundaries, nurturing

innovative content creation and interaction (Castells, 2012; Rheingold, 2000).

The rise of social media underscored a fundamental change in communication norms,
propelling global digital culture into a new dimension of engagement (Boyd, 2014;
Papacharissi, 2015). This transformation was driven by interconnected advancements
and societal shifts that reshaped the digital landscape (Jenkins, 2006; Castells, 2012).
Negroponte's vision in "Being Digital” illuminated the path for digital innovations,
including the proliferation of social media as a dominant form of communication
(Negroponte, 1995; Shirky, 2008).

Web 2.0, popularized by O'Reilly Media in 2005, marked a revolutionary change in
the internet's functionality and purpose, emphasizing user-generated content and
enhanced usability (O'Reilly, 2005; Jenkins, 2006). This era transformed the web from
static information repositories to dynamic, interactive spaces (Boyd & Ellison, 2007;
Baym, 2015). Web 2.0 empowered users as content creators, fostering a participatory
digital culture (Papacharissi, 2015; Highfield, 2016).

Technological innovations such as AJAX and RSS feeds enhanced user interaction
and collaboration online (O'Reilly, 2005; Shirky, 2008). Social networking sites,
wikis, and folksonomies became hallmarks of Web 2.0, symbolizing a new phase of
internet engagement (Boyd & Ellison, 2007; Jenkins, 2006). This period encouraged
community participation and reshaped the internet into a more interactive, user-centric
space (Baym, 2015; Van Dijck, 2013).

The collaborative ethos of Web 2.0 has shaped today's social media platforms,
transforming them into catalysts for global connectivity (Boyd, 2014; Marwick, 2013).
O'Reilly's principles highlighted a paradigm shift where users actively participated in
content creation and dissemination (O'Reilly, 2005; Jenkins, 2006). This fostered
unprecedented communication, cultural exchange, and community building (Castells,
2012; Tufekei, 2017).



User-generated content, central to Web 2.0 and social media, shifted from passive
consumption to active content creation (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; Jenkins, 2006).
This democratization blurred the lines between producers and consumers, cultivating
a participatory culture that profoundly impacted the media landscape (Jenkins, 2006;
Shirky, 2008). Technological advancements, such as AJAX, enriched user experience
and embodied the participatory ethos of the digital age, setting the stage for ongoing
social media evolution and its role in shaping contemporary digital culture (Boyd,
2014; Van Dijck, 2013).

2.1.2. Theoretical Foundations of Social Media and Al-Driven Communication

Marshall McLuhan's media theory, particularly his assertion that ‘the medium is the
message,' highlights how the form of a medium shapes its content and societal impact
(McLuhan, 1964). This concept is particularly relevant to social media, where
platforms disseminate information and influence communication dynamics (Carr,
2010; Jenkins, 2006). The implications of McLuhan's theories for social media
highlight the transformative potential of digital platforms in reconfiguring social
relationships and collective behavior (McLuhan, 1964; Shirky, 2008).

Alvin Toffler's "The Third Wave" (Toffler, 1980) offers an insightful complementary
analysis, charting the evolution from an industrial to an information-centric society
(Bell, 1973; Drucker, 1993). Toffler delineates the emergence of an information
society, where the production and dissemination of knowledge supersede traditional
industrial outputs in influencing societal development (Toffler, 1980; Castells, 1996).
As Toffler posits, this paradigm shift ushers in a 'super-industrial society' characterized
by rapid technological advancements, knowledge democratization, and power
dispersion (Toffler, 1980; Naisbitt, 1982). These changes set the stage for the
proliferation of social media, illustrating its critical role in the fabric of an information-
driven society (Katz & Rice, 2002; Wellman, 2001). Toffler's exploration of societal
transformation underscores the significance of social media as a platform for
information exchange, community formation, and the democratization of public
discourse, reflecting the decentralization of power and knowledge in the information
age (Toffler, 1980; Rheingold, 1993).



Manuel Castells' seminal theory of the "Network Society" presents a profound analysis
of digital communication technologies' transformative impact on the fabric of societal
organization (Castells, 1996; Webster, 2002). In his comprehensive exploration,
Castells argues that digital technologies' rapid proliferation and integration into
everyday life have been pivotal in transitioning society from rigid, hierarchical
structures to more fluid, network-based forms of organization (Castells, 1996; Van
Dijk, 1999). This shift is emblematic of the changes brought about by social media
platforms, which are at the forefront of exemplifying and facilitating networked
communication and collaboration on a global scale (Boyd & Ellison, 2007; Shirky,
2008). Social media enables and promotes fluid, decentralized interactions, creating
expansive digital communities that transcend traditional geographical and cultural
boundaries (Wellman & Gulia, 1999; Rainie & Wellman, 2012). Through this lens,
Castells' concept provides an invaluable framework for dissecting the mechanisms
through which social media redefines social engagement, turning it into a dynamic,

participatory, and inclusive process (Castells, 1996; Papacharissi, 2009).

The implications of transitioning to a network society are far-reaching, challenging
entrenched norms and power structures within traditional media, governance, and
social interaction (Castells, 1996; Poster, 2001). By their design and widespread
adoption, social media platforms serve as catalysts for this transition, democratizing
information dissemination and empowering individuals with the tools for self-
expression, community building, and social mobilization (Shirky, 2008; Jenkins,
2006). This democratization process has significantly shifted how authority and
influence are distributed and exercised, moving from centralized entities to a more
dispersed and participatory model (Castells, 1996; Rheingold, 2002). In this new
digital era, the collective power of networked individuals can often rival and exceed
that of established institutions, reshaping public discourse, influencing political

outcomes, and sparking social movements (Shirky, 2008; Benkler, 2006).

Moreover, the concept of the network society, as articulated by Castells, sheds light
on the evolving nature of personal identity and community within the digital age
(Castells, 1996; Turkle, 2011). Social media platforms facilitate sharing information
and constructing and expressing personal identities in a networked space (Boyd, 2014;

Papacharissi, 2011). This environment fosters a sense of belonging and identity among
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users that is both individualistic and collective, enabling people to connect with like-
minded individuals and groups across the globe (Wellman & Gulia, 1999; Van Dijk,
2012). These platforms' dynamic and participatory nature reflects a broader cultural
shift towards valuing interconnectivity, collaboration, and shared experiences
(Castells, 1996; Jenkins, 2006). As such, Castells' theory of the network society offers
a critical perspective on the role of social media in sculpting contemporary social
structures, highlighting its capacity to forge new forms of social organization that are
adaptive, resilient, and inherently reflective of the digital age's complexities (Castells,
1996; Rainie & Wellman, 2012).

Clay Shirky's examination of the role of social media in enabling collective action
(Shirky, 2008) offers a practical extension of these theoretical frameworks (Benkler,
2006; Earl & Kimport, 2011). Shirky articulates how social media significantly
reduces the barriers to collective mobilization, empowering groups to organize around
shared goals or concerns with unprecedented ease and efficiency (Shirky, 2008;
Rheingold, 2002). This phenomenon aligns closely with Toffler's vision of
decentralized power, where social media catalyzes grassroots activism and
participatory engagement, fostering a culture of collaboration and direct action
(Toffler, 1980; Benkler, 2006). Shirky's insights into the facilitative power of social
media in collective endeavors underscore the platforms' capacity to not only connect
individuals but also to galvanize collective action and societal change, embodying the
transformative influence of digital technologies on social dynamics (Shirky, 2008;
Jenkins, 2006).

2.1.3. The Rise of Social Networks: A Shift to Participatory Digital Culture

The evolution of digital media is deeply intertwined with significant changes in social
interaction, especially in the online realm. The introduction of new media marked the
transformation of the Internet from a static repository of information into a vibrant,
dynamic space for social engagement and interaction (Jenkins, 2006; Shirky, 2008).
This profound shift was primarily driven by the advent of Web 2.0, a concept that
revolutionized the Internet by emphasizing user-generated content, interactivity, and
collaboration among users (O'Reilly, 2007; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). According to

Kaplan and Haenlein (2010), social media represents a collection of Internet-based
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applications that are grounded in the ideological and technological foundations of Web
2.0, facilitating the creation and exchange of user-generated content (Boyd & Ellison,
2007; Lenhart et al., 2010). This nuanced understanding highlights a pivotal move
from the traditional, unilateral communication models towards a more interactive,
user-centered paradigm, fostering a digital environment where dialogue, exchange,
and community building are paramount (Jenkins, 2006; Rheingold, 2002).

In the rapidly evolving digital landscape, the ascendance of social media platforms
represents a significant progression from the broader domain of new media, marking
a pivotal juncture in how digital spaces are navigated and understood (Castells, 2009;
van Dijck, 2013). These platforms have effectively become digital microcosms,
mirroring complex social structures and fostering environments rich in social
interaction, content sharing, and the cultivation of communal ties (Boyd & Ellison,
2007; Wellman et al., 2003). The seminal work of Boyd and Ellison (2007) provides
an insightful framework for dissecting the anatomy of social network sites, articulating
them as web-based services that allow users to craft a public or semi-public profile
within a bounded system (Boyd & Ellison, 2007; Ellison et al., 2007). This framework
allows for establishing connections with other users and facilitates the exploration of
these networks and those belonging to others (Wellman & Gulia, 1999; Donath &
Boyd, 2004). Such a holistic definition not only encapsulates the core attributes of
social networking sites but also highlights the intricate processes of profile creation,
the formation and maintenance of connection networks, and the dynamic navigation
of these sprawling digital ecosystems (Boyd, 2014; Papacharissi, 2010). This
elucidation underscores the pivotal role of social media in fostering digital
communities, emphasizing the platforms' underpinning functionality that enables users
to connect, share, and engage with content in a manner that transcends traditional
communication paradigms (Shirky, 2008; Jenkins, 2006).

Moreover, this conceptualization of social media platforms as extensions of societal
structures within the digital realm underscores the transformative impact these
networks have had on individual and collective levels (Castells, 1996; van Dijck,
2013). Creating and personalizing profiles offers users a digital identity as a conduit
for self-expression and a means to engage in the digital community (Papacharissi,
2010; Turkle, 2011). The networks that users build and navigate through these
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platforms not only facilitate connections with friends, family, and colleagues but also
enable the discovery of new communities and interest groups, fostering a sense of
belonging and shared identity among disparate users (Wellman et al., 2003; Hampton
et al., 2011). This unique aspect of social media democratizes the creation and
dissemination of content, allowing users from diverse backgrounds to contribute to the
collective knowledge pool, share their experiences, and voice their opinions (Benkler,
2006; Jenkins, 2006). This democratization of content creation and the seamless
navigation through interconnected networks embody the essence of the participatory
culture that social media espouses (Shirky, 2008; Rheingold, 2002). It challenges
traditional hierarchies of information control and distribution, paving the way for a
more inclusive, collaborative, and dynamic form of digital engagement that resonates
with Castells' network society theory (Castells, 1996; Van Dijk, 2012). Through this
lens, social media platforms are not merely tools for communication but are pivotal in
shaping the contours of contemporary digital culture, influencing how information is
shared, consumed, and utilized to mobilize collective action and foster community
solidarity (Papacharissi, 2011; Jenkins, 2006).

Social media platforms are distinguished by several defining characteristics that set
them apart from previous digital media forms (Boyd & Ellison, 2007; Kaplan &
Haenlein, 2010). Facilitating user-generated content empowers users to become active
creators, thereby democratizing the content creation process and significantly
contributing to the meteoric rise of social media (Lenhart et al., 2010; Wellman &
Gulia, 1999). This shift towards user empowerment is further complemented by the
platforms' capabilities for real-time communication, which have transformed them into
potent tools for both personal expression and public discourse (Shirky, 2008; Boyd,
2014). Additionally, the focus on building networks reflects a broader movement
towards a more interconnected social organization, echoing Castells' (1996) network
society theory, which posits that the advent of digital communication technologies has
given rise to a new form of societal organization based on networks rather than
hierarchical structures (Castells, 1996; Van Dijk, 1999).

The transition from essential communication platforms to the sophisticated social

networks we see today marks a significant evolution in how individuals and

communities interact, share information, and come together for collective endeavors
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(Rheingold, 2002; Jenkins, 2006). This shift has not only transformed the mechanics
of personal interaction but has also redefined the scope and efficiency with which
information is disseminated globally (Shirky, 2008; Castells, 2009). The role of social
media in catalyzing political movements is perhaps one of the most striking
illustrations of this change, with the Arab Spring serving as a poignant example of how
digital platforms can be leveraged to organize, mobilize, and amplify social and
political campaigns (Howard & Hussain, 2013; Castells, 2012). This period
underscored social media's capacity to bypass traditional media gatekeepers, offering
a direct channel for the flow of unfiltered information and enabling grassroots
movements to gain momentum at an unprecedented pace (Shirky, 2011; Tufekci,
2017).

Moreover, the advent of social media has ushered in a paradigm where the barriers to
entry for participation in public discourse are significantly lowered (Papacharissi,
2010; Jenkins, 2006). Platforms such as Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram have
become arenas where voices can be heard globally regardless of their geographic
location or social standing (Boyd, 2014; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). This
democratization of content creation and sharing has facilitated a more inclusive
communication, allowing diverse perspectives to be expressed and heard (Benkler,
2006; Shirky, 2008). Additionally, social media's immediacy and global reach have
enabled individuals to connect with like-minded communities, share experiences, and
mobilize support across borders, transcending physical space limitations and

traditional communication barriers (Wellman et al., 2003; Hampton et al., 2011).

The implications of this digital revolution extend beyond political activism,
influencing various aspects of societal interaction, from how news is consumed and
interpreted to how social norms and cultural trends are established and propagated
(Castells, 2009; Van Dijk, 2013). Social media platforms have become central to how
individuals seek information, make decisions, and understand the world around them,
embedding themselves into the fabric of daily life (Turkle, 2011; Rainie & Wellman,
2012). The ability to instantly share content and communicate with a broad audience
has also introduced new challenges, including spreading misinformation and the need
for digital literacy (Boyd, 2014; Jenkins, 2006). Nonetheless, the overarching impact

of social media on fostering a new era of social mobilization and engagement is
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undeniable, characterized by accessibility, immediacy, and previously unimaginable
interconnectedness (Shirky, 2008; Papacharissi, 2011).

This transformation highlights a broader shift towards a more networked society,
where the power dynamics of information exchange and collective action are
reimagined (Castells, 1996; Benkler, 2006). As social media continues to evolve, it
remains a powerful tool for shaping public opinion, driving social change, and
facilitating a more engaged and informed global community (Shirky, 2011; Tufekci,
2017).

2.2. The Transformative Role of Al in Social Media Platforms

The advent of Artificial Intelligence (Al) within social media represents a pivotal shift
in the dynamics of digital communication, fundamentally altering the mechanisms
through which information is curated, consumed, and disseminated across various
platforms (Madrigal, 2018; Gillespie, 2018). This integration has led to the
development of sophisticated algorithms that not only personalize user experiences but
also shape the nature and accessibility of online content (Pariser, 2011; Tufekci, 2015).
The influence of Al extends beyond mere content recommendation systems to
encompass a broad spectrum of features that enhance user engagement and
information flow (Bucher, 2012; Noble, 2018). This paper aims to delve into the
complex impact of Al on social media, with a particular focus on the operational
algorithms that underpin platform functionalities (Gillespie, 2018; Zuboff, 2019), the
array of Al-driven features that promote content dissemination and user interaction
(Van Dijck & Poell, 2013; Ghosh & Scott, 2018), and the significant yet contentious
role of Al in the propagation of disinformation and misinformation (Wardle &
Derakhshan, 2017; Marwick & Lewis, 2017). By examining these aspects, we seek to
uncover the nuanced ways in which Al technologies are reshaping the landscape of
social media and, by extension, the broader domain of digital communication (Bakshy
et al., 2015; Vosoughi et al., 2018).

Integrating Al technologies into social media platforms has revolutionized how

information is managed and presented to users, leading to unprecedented

customization and relevance in the content that individuals encounter daily (Sundar,
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2008; Van Dijck, 2013). Al algorithms are designed to analyze vast amounts of data
related to user behavior, preferences, and social connections, enabling platforms to
deliver content tailored to each user's interests and inclinations (Domingos, 2015;
O'Neil, 2016). This high degree of personalization has significantly enhanced user
engagement, keeping individuals connected to the platform for more extended periods
and encouraging more active participation in the digital social sphere (Madrigal, 2018;
Zuboff, 2019). However, this evolution has also raised important questions regarding
privacy, data security, and the ethical implications of using Al to influence user
behavior and perceptions (Solove, 2008; Floridi et al., 2018). As we explore the
transformative role of Al in social media, it is crucial to consider both the benefits and
the challenges posed by these technological advancements (Helbing et al., 2017,
Eubanks, 2018).

Moreover, the role of Al in social media extends to the realms of content dissemination
and user engagement, where Al-driven features such as automated content moderation,
targeted advertising, and real-time analytics play a crucial role in shaping the digital
experience (Van Dijck & Poell, 2013; Caplan, 2018). These features facilitate a more
dynamic and interactive platform environment and enable businesses and content
creators to reach their desired audiences more precisely and efficiently (Gillespie,
2018; Noble, 2018). At the same time, the deployment of Al in managing the vast sea
of digital content has brought to the forefront the issue of disinformation and
misinformation, with algorithms sometimes inadvertently amplifying false or
misleading content due to its viral potential (Wardle & Derakhshan, 2017; VVosoughi
et al., 2018). Addressing the dual nature of Al's impact on social media—its capacity
to enrich and complicate the digital discourse—is essential for understanding the
future trajectory of these platforms and their influence on society (Bakshy et al., 2015;
Tufekci, 2015).

Through a comprehensive exploration of Al's integration into social media, this paper
aims to provide a detailed overview of the technological underpinnings that drive
platform innovation and user experience (Domingos, 2015; Gillespie, 2018), the
advancements that have enabled more effective content dissemination and engagement
(Sundar, 2008; Van Dijck, 2013), and the critical challenges that arise from the use of
Al in controlling the flow of information online (Solove, 2008; Marwick & Lewis,
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2017). By examining these dimensions, we can gain insights into the multifaceted
relationship between Al and social media, offering a foundation for future discussions
on harnessing the potential of these technologies while mitigating their adverse effects

on digital communication and societal discourse (Helbing et al., 2017; Zuboff, 2019).

2.2.1. Al Algorithms: Personalization, Engagement, and Ethical Concerns

Al algorithms play a pivotal role in the functioning of social media platforms,
fundamentally shaping the user experience by curating personalized content feeds
(Gillespie, 2014; Bucher, 2012). These sophisticated algorithms leverage vast
quantities of data, including users' past interactions, expressed preferences, and the
nature of their social networks, to tailor the content each user encounters on their feed
(Domingos, 2015; O'Neil, 2016). By analyzing this data, Al algorithms can predict
which content a user will likely find engaging or relevant, thereby increasing the
likelihood of prolonged engagement with the platform (Tufekci, 2015; Pariser, 2011).
Gillespie (2014) highlights these algorithms' critical role in content curation, noting
their capacity to determine relevance and appeal to individual users. However, the
mechanisms behind these algorithms often remain shrouded in secrecy, leading to
widespread concerns regarding their potential biases, the fairness of their content
recommendations, and the overall transparency of their operational processes
(Pasquale, 2015; Noble, 2018).

The growing reliance on Artificial Intelligence (Al) algorithms for the curation and
recommendation of content on social media platforms has ignited a complex debate
surrounding the ethical dimensions of employing machine learning technologies to
shape public discourse and influence social dynamics (Zuboff, 2019; Helbing et al.,
2017). At the core of this debate is the recognition that algorithms, contrary to impartial
entities, carry the inherent values and biases of those who create them (O'Neil, 2016;
Noble, 2018). Noble (2018) underscores this critical issue, noting that such biases can
inadvertently prioritize or suppress specific types of content, leading to the
reinforcement of societal stereotypes, the marginalization of voices from minority
groups, and the amplification of content that polarizes communities (Gillespie, 2018;
Marwick & Lewis, 2017). This skewed visibility distorts the information landscape

and perpetuates existing inequalities within the digital sphere (Pasquale, 2015;
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Eubanks, 2018). Furthermore, the concept of "labels" or "Echo Chambers,” as
articulated by Pariser (2011), highlights another troubling consequence of algorithmic
curation (Sunstein, 2001; Tufekci, 2018). Users find themselves ensconced in
informational silos, predominantly exposed to ideas and viewpoints that mirror their
own, which can intensify social divisions and erode the foundational diversity of
public discourse (Bakshy et al., 2015; Vosoughi et al., 2018). The creation of such
echo chambers threatens to undermine the democratic ideal of a well-informed
populace by limiting exposure to a wide range of perspectives and debates (Sunstein,
2001; Tufekci, 2015).

In addition to content recommendation, the sophistication of Al algorithms now
encompasses detecting and moderating harmful content, including hate speech,
misinformation, and various forms of online abuse (Gorwa et al., 2020; Caplan, 2018).
These technological advancements are designed to foster safer digital environments
where users can engage without encountering harmful or distressing content
(Gillespie, 2018; Van Dijck, 2013). However, deploying these systems introduces a
host of ethical considerations regarding censorship, the potential suppression of free
speech, and the reliance on automated processes to navigate complex social and
political judgments (Noble, 2018; Pasquale, 2015). Gorwa, Binns, and Katzenbach
(2020) delve into these challenges, emphasizing the delicate balance platforms must
maintain between removing harmful content and preserving the open exchange of
ideas (Helbing et al., 2017; Marwick & Lewis, 2017). The reliance on Al for content
moderation also raises concerns about the accuracy and fairness of these systems,
given their potential to misinterpret the context, nuance, and cultural specificities of
human communication (Diakopoulos, 2016; Tufekci, 2018). The risk of overreliance
on these automated systems is significant, as they may only sometimes distinguish
between harmful content and legitimate expression, potentially leading to unwarranted
censorship or insufficient filtering of genuinely harmful material (Binns, 2018;
Gillespie, 2018).

The ethical implications of Al in social media extend beyond the immediate effects on
content visibility and moderation. They touch upon broader societal concerns about
privacy, data security, and the concentration of power in a few dominant platforms that
control these algorithms (Zuboff, 2019; Helbing et al., 2017). As social media
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continues to serve as a primary venue for public discourse, the decisions made by these
platforms regarding algorithmic curation and moderation have far-reaching impacts on
democratic engagement, the public's access to information, and the health of societal
discourse (Floridi et al., 2018; Eubanks, 2018). It is imperative that stakeholders,
including technologists, policymakers, and the public, engage in ongoing dialogue and
collaboration to address these ethical challenges (Diakopoulos, 2016; Tufekci, 2018).
By fostering transparency, accountability, and inclusivity in the development and
deployment of Al technologies, it is possible to harness their benefits while mitigating
the risks they pose to society (Gillespie, 2018; Van Dijck, 2013).

In light of the ethical dilemmas and challenges presented by using Al algorithms in
social media, there is an emerging consensus on the need for enhanced accountability
and oversight mechanisms (Helbing et al., 2017; Eubanks, 2018). This push for greater
transparency and responsibility in the Al domain calls for a multi-faceted approach,
encompassing the demand for more apparent algorithmic processes that are accessible
and understandable to the public (Pasquale, 2015; Noble, 2018). Implementing ethical
guidelines in developing and deploying Al technologies is paramount to ensuring these
tools are designed with fairness, non-discrimination, and transparency at their core
(Diakopoulos, 2016; Floridi et al., 2018). Diakopoulos (2016) emphasizes the
importance of involving a broad spectrum of stakeholders in the oversight processes,
including ethicists, community representatives, and users themselves, to ensure Al
systems are aligned with the public interest and do not inadvertently harm or
disadvantage any group (Binns, 2018; Noble, 2018). This inclusive approach to Al
governance fosters trust between social media platforms and their user base, ensuring
that technological advancements contribute positively to society (Zuboff, 2019; Van
Dijck, 2013).

Furthermore, as social media platforms continue to serve as pivotal spaces for public
discourse and community engagement, the role of Al in mediating these interactions
warrants careful consideration and ongoing scrutiny (Floridi et al., 2018; Tufekci,
2018). Researchers, technologists, policymakers, and users are called upon to
continuously exchange ideas and perspectives regarding the ethical use of Al in social
media (Diakopoulos, 2016; Eubanks, 2018). This dialogue is essential for identifying
potential biases in algorithmic decision-making, understanding the broader societal

19



implications of Al-driven content curation, and developing strategies to mitigate any
adverse impacts (Noble, 2018; Tufekci, 2015). By adopting a critical stance toward
the role of Al in digital communication, stakeholders can collaborate to harness the
potential of these technologies while ensuring they enhance the digital ecosystem in
ways that are inclusive, diverse, and equitable (Binns, 2018; Marwick & Lewis, 2017).
Through such concerted efforts, society can navigate the complexities introduced by
Al in social media, steering these innovations toward outcomes that enrich the public
discourse and foster a more informed and cohesive digital community (Gillespie, 2018;
Zuboff, 2019).

In essence, the path forward requires a balanced approach that acknowledges the
immense potential of Al to enrich social media experiences while rigorously
addressing the ethical challenges it poses (Helbing et al., 2017; Noble, 2018). The
development of Al technologies should be guided by principles that prioritize human
dignity, equity, and the protection of democratic values (Floridi et al., 2018;
Diakopoulos, 2016). As the digital landscape continues to evolve, the collective efforts
of all stakeholders in critically assessing and shaping the deployment of Al in social
media will be instrumental in realizing a future where digital platforms not only

connect and entertain but also uplift and empower (Zuboff, 2019; Tufekci, 2018).

2.2.2. Al-Driven Features: Redefining Content Dissemination and Engagement

Al-driven features on social media platforms have dramatically revolutionized how
content is disseminated and how users engage with it (Gillespie, 2018; Tufekci, 2015).
These advancements have introduced a range of functionalities, from automatic
tagging and speech-to-text capabilities to predictive text inputs, all designed to
streamline the process of content creation and sharing (Chuan et al., 2018; Noble,
2018). Such features enhance the overall user experience by simplifying interaction
with the platform and significantly aiding content creators and marketers in reaching
their target audience more effectively (Van Dijck, 2013; Zuboff, 2019). Al-powered
analytics tools have become indispensable for advertisers and content creators,
providing deep insights into user engagement patterns and behaviors (Pasquale, 2015;
Gillespie, 2020). This data-driven approach allows for crafting highly personalized

and engaging content, thereby increasing the likelihood of user interaction and
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engagement (Nguyen et al., 2019; Pariser, 2011). Chuan, Siau, and Wang (2018)
emphasize the transformative impact of these Al features in fostering customer trust
and loyalty, mainly through social media-based Customer Relationship Management
(CRM) systems (Dwivedi et al., 2021; Caplan, 2018).

Integrating Artificial Intelligence (Al) into social media extends far beyond the
conventional domains of content creation and marketing, heralding a new era of user
engagement and interaction strategies (Ghosh & Scott, 2018; Nguyen et al., 2019).
Chatbots represent a significant leap forward among these innovations, leveraging Al
to provide real-time, automated responses to user inquiries and support needs (Dwivedi
et al., 2021; Noble, 2018). This instant communication capability, as highlighted by
Dwivedi et al. (2021), plays a crucial role in enhancing the user experience, offering a
level of interactivity and responsiveness that traditional customer service channels
often cannot match (Tufekci, 2015; Marwick & Lewis, 2017). Chatbots on social
media platforms streamline addressing user concerns and questions and foster a more
engaging and interactive digital environment (Nguyen et al., 2019; Van Dijck & Poell,
2013). This, in turn, can lead to higher user satisfaction and loyalty as individuals
appreciate the immediacy and convenience these Al-driven assistants provide (Caplan,
2018; Noble, 2018).

Simultaneously, the advent of personalized recommendation systems marks another
frontier in Al's impact on social media (Pariser, 2011; Tufekci, 2015). By employing
sophisticated machine learning algorithms, these systems meticulously analyze a
wealth of data related to a user's interactions, preferences, and social connections on
the platform (Nguyen et al., 2019; Gillespie, 2020). This analysis allows for curating
highly personalized content feeds, suggesting posts, connections, and products that
align with the user's interests and behaviors (Tufekci, 2015; Pariser, 2011). Nguyen,
Dinh, and Tokuda (2019) emphasize the profound effect this personalization has on
the user experience, noting that such tailored content not only makes the platform more
engaging for the user but also encourages longer and more frequent engagement
sessions (Ghosh & Scott, 2018; Gillespie, 2020). The ability of recommendation
systems to adapt to the evolving preferences of users ensures a dynamic and
continually refreshing user experience, keeping the platform relevant and enticing for
its audience (Van Dijck & Poell, 2013; Pasquale, 2015).
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Moreover, the personalized nature of these Al-driven features introduces a new
dimension to social media interaction, where users feel understood and valued by the
platform (Dwivedi et al., 2021; Gillespie, 2018). This perception of a customized
digital space, where content and recommendations seem specifically curated for
everyone, enhances the sense of community and connection among users (Caplan,
2018; Noble, 2018). It transforms passive content consumption into an interactive
experience where users can discover new interests, connect with like-minded
individuals, and explore content that resonates with their preferences (Tufekci, 2015;
Van Dijck & Poell, 2013). The implications of such Al-enhanced engagement
strategies extend beyond user satisfaction, potentially influencing how individuals
perceive, interact with, and utilize social media platforms (Nguyen et al., 2019; Ghosh
& Scott, 2018).

As social media continues to evolve with the integration of Al, the potential for
creating more immersive, interactive, and personalized digital experiences appears
boundless (Noble, 2018; Pasquale, 2015). The challenge for developers and platform
managers lies in balancing the benefits of these Al features with concerns over privacy,
data security, and algorithmic transparency (Zuboff, 2019; Diakopoulos, 2016). As the
capabilities of Al continue to expand, so will its role in shaping the future of social
media engagement, promising a landscape of digital interaction that is more
responsive, personalized, and engaging than ever before (Gillespie, 2020; Van Dijck
& Poell, 2013).

However, integrating Al into social media has challenges (Zuboff, 2019; Tufekci,
2015). Concerns regarding privacy and data security have been amplified with the
advent of these technologies (Pasquale, 2015; Floridi et al., 2018). The collection and
analysis of vast amounts of personal data, essential for powering Al-driven features,
raise questions about the ethical use of this information and the potential for misuse
(Noble, 2018; Zuboff, 2019). Additionally, relying on algorithms for content
recommendation and curation can sometimes lead to inadvertently promoting biased
or harmful content, underscoring the need for continuous oversight and refinement of
these technologies (Gillespie, 2020; Helbing et al., 2017).
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The ethical considerations surrounding Al in social media extend beyond data privacy
and algorithmic biases to encompass the broader implications for societal well-being
and democratic processes (Woolley & Howard, 2018; Tufekci, 2018). The ability of
Al to manipulate user behavior through targeted content and personalized feeds poses
significant challenges to individual autonomy and can profoundly affect public
opinion and political polarization (Gillespie, 2018; Noble, 2018). The manipulation of
social media platforms through sophisticated Al tools can amplify echo chambers,
spreading misinformation and exacerbating societal divisions (Pariser, 2011;
Vosoughi et al., 2018). This manipulation not only threatens the integrity of
democratic discourse but also raises critical questions about the role of social media
platforms in safeguarding the marketplace of ideas while preventing the spread of

deceptive or divisive content (Caplan, 2018; Marwick & Lewis, 2017).

The rapid advancement of Al technologies and their application in social media
settings have outpaced the development of regulatory frameworks and ethical
guidelines capable of addressing these challenges (Pasquale, 2015; Diakopoulos,
2016). The current regulatory landscape often needs help to keep up with technological
innovation, leading to a lag in implementing effective governance measures for Al in
social media (Helbing et al., 2017; Zuboff, 2019). This gap highlights the urgent need
for a collaborative effort among technologists, legal experts, policymakers, and civil
society to develop robust ethical standards and regulatory mechanisms that ensure the
responsible use of Al, protect user rights, and promote transparency and accountability
in algorithmic decision-making (Floridi et al., 2018; Tufekci, 2018).

Considering these challenges, it is clear that the path forward requires a balanced and
nuanced approach to integrating Al into social media (Diakopoulos, 2016; Eubanks,
2018). Stakeholders must prioritize the development of ethical Al practices that respect
user privacy, promote fairness and transparency, and safeguard against the misuse of
technology (Zuboff, 2019; Noble, 2018). By fostering an environment of responsible
innovation, it is possible to leverage the benefits of Al in enhancing social media
experiences while mitigating the risks associated with these powerful technologies
(Gillespie, 2020; Helbing et al., 2017).
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Al-driven features on social media have revolutionized the digital communication
sphere, providing innovative opportunities that significantly enhance user engagement
and content dissemination (Pariser, 2011; Tufekci, 2015). The advent of sophisticated
algorithms for personalization, predictive analytics for content optimization, and
automated moderation tools for community management, among others, have
reshaped how users interact with digital platforms and each other (Ghosh & Scott,
2018; Nguyen et al., 2019). As these technologies advance, they create new avenues
for creating more immersive and interactive online experiences, enabling content to
reach wider audiences more effectively than ever (Van Dijck & Poell, 2013; Gillespie,
2018). However, the rapid pace of these advancements necessitates carefully
considering the ethical implications and practical challenges they introduce (Noble,
2018; Pasquale, 2015). Platform developers, content creators, and policymakers must
collaborate closely, ensuring that the deployment of Al technologies adheres to high
ethical standards, particularly concerning user privacy and data security (Floridi et al.,
2018; Diakopoulos, 2016). The goal should be to cultivate a digital ecosystem that
prioritizes the protection of user information and promotes fairness and inclusivity in
how content is curated and presented (Gillespie, 2020; Zuboff, 2019).

Furthermore, the application of Al in social media raises important questions about the
balance between algorithmic efficiency and the preservation of a diverse and open
digital public square (Pariser, 2011; Tufekci, 2015). The potential for Al to
inadvertently reinforce echo chambers, propagate misinformation, or amplify biases
presents a significant challenge to achieving this balance (Vosoughi et al., 2018;
Caplan, 2018). To address these concerns, there must be a concerted effort to
implement transparent algorithmic processes, establish clear ethical guidelines for Al
development, and ensure the active involvement of diverse stakeholders in oversight
and decision-making processes (Diakopoulos, 2016; Eubanks, 2018). By doing so, the
social media landscape can evolve to respect user autonomy, foster a healthy exchange
of ideas, and mitigate the risks associated with Al-driven content curation (Noble,
2018; Tufekci, 2015). Ultimately, the success of Al in enriching the social media
experience hinges on our collective ability to navigate these complex ethical and
practical terrains, leveraging the full potential of these technologies while safeguarding
the principles of democracy and individual rights in the digital age (Gillespie, 2020;
Zuboff, 2019).
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2.2.3. AI’s Role in Amplifying Disinformation and Misinformation

The proliferation of Artificial Intelligence (Al) in the digital landscape has
significantly amplified the challenges associated with disinformation and
misinformation on social media platforms (Gillespie, 2020; Zuboff, 2019). Al
algorithms, designed primarily to maximize user engagement, can inadvertently favor
sensationalist or inaccurate content, thereby facilitating false information (Tufekci,
2015; Bakshy et al., 2015). As noted by Allcott and Gentzkow (2017), these algorithms
often prioritize content that elicits strong emotional reactions from users without
necessarily vetting the accuracy of the information presented (Pariser, 2011; Vosoughi
et al., 2018). This tendency not only undermines the integrity of public discourse but
also contributes to the polarization of society by reinforcing echo chambers and
spreading divisive narratives (Sunstein, 2001; Noble, 2018). The situation is further
complicated by the algorithms' need for more transparency, making it difficult for
users and regulators to understand how decisions about content visibility are made
(Pasquale, 2015; Diakopoulos, 2016). This opacity can hinder efforts to hold platforms
accountable for the spread of misinformation, creating a complex environment where

false information can proliferate unchecked (Gillespie, 2020; Noble, 2018).

Moreover, the advent of sophisticated Al technologies has given rise to new forms of
media manipulation, such as deepfakes and other digitally altered content, which pose
a formidable challenge in distinguishing authentic from deceptive media (Paris &
Donovan, 2019; Chesney & Citron, 2019). The ability of these tools to create
compelling fake content has profound implications for the authenticity of information
circulated on social media, complicating efforts to combat misinformation and
disinformation (Gorwa et al., 2020; Helbing et al., 2017). The emergence of deepfakes
represents a significant escalation in the information warfare domain, enabling
malicious actors to produce and disseminate manipulated content with unprecedented
ease and realism (Kietzmann et al.,, 2020; Vaccari & Chadwick, 2020). This
technological advancement not only threatens the integrity of democratic processes
but also undermines the trustworthiness of online information, exacerbating societal
divisions and eroding public trust in media and institutions (Citron, 2019; Wardle &
Derakhshan, 2017). The challenge is further magnified by the speed at which such

manipulated content can spread across social media platforms, outpacing the ability of
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fact-checkers and content moderators to respond effectively (Tucker et al., 2018;
Gillespie, 2018).

The ramifications of the accelerated integration of Al into the fabric of social media
extend deeply into the foundations of democratic societies and the reliability of
information circulating within the digital ecosystem (Zuboff, 2019; Floridi et al.,
2018). This dynamic has a profound impact, not only undermining the integrity of
democratic processes but also compromising the trustworthiness of online information
sources (Lewandowsky et al., 2017; Pennycook et al., 2020). Consequently, this
erosion of trust fuels societal divisions and diminishes public confidence in both media
outlets and governing institutions (\Vosoughi et al., 2018; Gillespie, 2020). Given these
challenges, the call for comprehensive Al governance frameworks has never been
more critical (Helbing et al., 2017; Diakopoulos, 2016). Such frameworks must
adeptly navigate the intricacies of curtailing the dissemination of misinformation while
concurrently upholding the principles of freedom of expression (Pasquale, 2015;
Noble, 2018). Essential to this endeavor is the advancement of detection technologies
capable of accurately identifying Al-generated disinformation and deceptive content
(Chesney & Citron, 2019; Paris & Donovan, 2019).

Moreover, establishing policies to enhance the transparency and accountability of Al
algorithms utilized by social media platforms is imperative (Floridi et al., 2018;
Tufekci, 2015). These measures should ensure that algorithmic decisions—from
content recommendations to the moderation of potentially harmful posts—are
transparent to users, fostering trust and informed engagement (Diakopoulos, 2016;
Noble, 2018). Furthermore, the importance of public education in digital media
literacy cannot be overstated (Lewandowsky et al., 2017; Pennycook et al., 2020).
Equipping individuals with the skills to evaluate online content critically and recognize
misinformation is vital in fortifying societal resilience against the destabilizing

influence of disinformation campaigns (Sunstein, 2001; Pariser, 2011).

In parallel with its impact on democratic discourse and institutional trust, the
proliferation of misinformation and disinformation on social media has tangible
consequences on individual behaviors and public health outcomes (Pennycook et al.,

2020; Vosoughi et al., 2018). Particularly evident during public health crises, such as
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the COVID-19 pandemic, the swift spread of false information can significantly
Impede emergency response initiatives and intensify public health emergencies
(Tucker et al., 2018; Helbing et al., 2017). Misinformation regarding health measures,
vaccines, and treatments can lead to widespread confusion, hampering practical efforts
to manage the crisis (Pennycook et al., 2020; Lewandowsky et al., 2017). This scenario
underscores an urgent need for implementing robust governance mechanisms and
developing effective fact-checking protocols to counteract the spread of misleading
content (Floridi et al., 2018; Diakopoulos, 2016). The potential of Al-driven tools in
this context is particularly promising (Vaccari & Chadwick, 2020; Gillespie, 2020).
Enhanced Al algorithms capable of swiftly detecting and flagging false information
could work with human moderators to ensure a more reliable and accurate
informational landscape on social media platforms (Helbing et al., 2017; Caplan,
2018). Such a dual approach, combining technological innovation with human
oversight, could significantly improve the efficacy of content moderation practices,
thereby preserving public discourse integrity and protecting public health
(Diakopoulos, 2016; Pennycook et al., 2020).

Addressing the pervasive challenges of misinformation and disinformation in the era
of Al necessitates a comprehensive strategy that extends well beyond the confines of
technological interventions (Zuboff, 2019; Tufekci, 2015). This complex issue
demands a concerted, multi-stakeholder effort that includes platform developers,
policymakers, academic researchers, and civil society organizations (Lewandowsky et
al., 2017; Helbing et al., 2017). Together, these groups must work towards developing
and enforcing robust standards that ensure content accuracy, enhance transparency in
algorithmic decision-making, and foster greater accountability among social media
platforms (Diakopoulos, 2016; Pasquale, 2015). Establishing such standards is critical
in mitigating the spread of false information. However, it also requires the platforms
to commit to ethical practices, including explicitly explaining content curation
decisions and implementing appeal processes for content moderation actions
(Gillespie, 2020; Caplan, 2018).

Furthermore, there is a pressing need to educate the broader public about media

literacy and critical thinking skills (Pennycook et al., 2020; Pariser, 2011). As
highlighted by Lewandowsky et al. (2017), equipping individuals with the ability to
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assess the credibility of information sources critically and to understand the
mechanisms by which content is spread online is indispensable in empowering users
to effectively navigate the increasingly complex digital information landscape
(Sunstein, 2001; Tufekci, 2015). This educational imperative extends to fostering an
understanding of the psychological and emotional tactics often employed in
misleading content, thereby enhancing individuals' resilience to such manipulations
(Pennycook et al., 2020; Lewandowsky et al., 2017).

Integrating Al into social media has undeniably reshaped the dynamics of information
dissemination and consumption globally, introducing unprecedented opportunities for
enhancing user engagement and content personalization (Gillespie, 2018; Van Dijck
& Poell, 2013). However, this technological evolution has also brought significant
challenges to combating the spread of misinformation and disinformation (Zuboff,
2019; Noble, 2018). Preserving the integrity of public discourse in the rapidly evolving
digital environment demands continuous vigilance and proactive measures (Helbing
et al., 2017; Diakopoulos, 2016). It requires not only the innovative application of Al
technologies to detect and counter false information but also a holistic approach that
involves regulatory oversight, ethical platform governance, and public education on
media literacy (Lewandowsky et al., 2017; Pennycook et al., 2020). As we move
forward, the collective efforts of all stakeholders will be paramount in navigating the
challenges and opportunities presented by the confluence of Al and social media
(Floridi et al., 2018; Tufekci, 2015). Ensuring a healthy, informed public discourse in
the digital age is a shared responsibility that calls for innovation, collaboration, and a
steadfast commitment to safeguarding democratic values, promoting social cohesion,
and protecting the public interest in an increasingly interconnected world (Zuboff,
2019; Gillespie, 2020).

2.2.4. Navigating the Ethical Challenges of Al in Social Media

The ethical implications of Al in social media are profound, encompassing a range of
issues from privacy concerns to the potential reinforcement of societal inequalities
through algorithmic biases. Privacy becomes a paramount concern as Al
functionalities in social media platforms require extensive data collection and analysis,

often conducted without explicit user consent or adequate transparency (Solove,
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2008). The sheer volume of personal data harvested by social media companies raises
significant questions about user autonomy and informed consent. Users often need to
be made aware of the extent of data collected and how it is utilized, leading to potential
misuse or unauthorized access (Solove, 2008; Zuboff, 2019). This lack of transparency
and consent underscores the need for more stringent data protection regulations and
ethical guidelines to safeguard user privacy (Floridi et al., 2018).

Furthermore, Al's potential to perpetuate and amplify existing societal biases through
algorithmic processes necessitates critical scrutiny and robust regulatory frameworks
(Noble, 2018). Algorithms, inherently influenced by the data they are trained on, can
reflect and reinforce societal prejudices present in that data. This can result in
discriminatory practices, disproportionately affecting marginalized groups and
exacerbating social inequalities (Noble, 2018; Eubanks, 2018). For instance, Al-driven
hiring tools and facial recognition systems have been shown to exhibit biases based on
race and gender, leading to unfair treatment and reinforcing systemic discrimination
(O'Neil, 2016). Addressing these biases requires a comprehensive approach involving
the development of fair and transparent algorithms, regular audits, and the inclusion
of diverse perspectives in Al development (Binns, 2018; Benjamin, 2019).

Moreover, the influence of Al on user behavior and perceptions through personalized
content curation and recommendation systems calls for critical scrutiny to prevent
manipulation and protect the integrity of digital communication (Floridi et al., 2018).
Al algorithms designed to maximize user engagement often prioritize sensational or
emotionally charged content, which can distort public discourse and manipulate user
perceptions (Pariser, 2011; Tufekci, 2015). This can lead to the creation of echo
chambers, where users are only exposed to information that reinforces their beliefs,
and filter bubbles, which limit the diversity of content encountered by users (Sunstein,
2017). Such environments hinder critical thinking and informed decision-making,
threatening democratic processes and societal cohesion (Sunstein, 2017; Tufekci,
2015).

Additionally, the ethical implications extend to the realm of disinformation and

misinformation. Al's role in propagating false or misleading content has significant

consequences for public trust in media and the integrity of information (Wardle &
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Derakhshan, 2017; Vosoughi et al., 2018). Algorithms prioritizing engagement over
accuracy can inadvertently amplify disinformation, leading to widespread
misinformation with potentially harmful effects on public health, politics, and society
(Marwick & Lewis, 2017). The rise of deepfakes and other Al-generated deceptive
content further complicates the information landscape, challenging the ability of users
and regulators to distinguish between genuine and manipulated content (Chesney &
Citron, 2019).

To address these ethical challenges, a multifaceted approach is necessary. This
includes implementing robust ethical guidelines and regulatory frameworks that
ensure transparency, accountability, and fairness in Al applications (Floridi et al.,
2018). Regulatory bodies must enforce strict data protection laws and mandate regular
audits of Al systems to detect and mitigate biases (Binns, 2018). Furthermore, there is
a need for greater public awareness and education on Al and its implications to
empower users to make informed decisions about their digital interactions (Helbing et
al.,, 2017). Engaging diverse stakeholders, including technologists, ethicists,
policymakers, and affected communities, in developing and governance Al
technologies is crucial for creating equitable and inclusive digital environments
(Benjamin, 2019).

While Al can potentially positively transform social media and digital communication,
its ethical implications require careful consideration and proactive measures.
Balancing Al's benefits with the protection of user privacy, the mitigation of
algorithmic biases, and the prevention of manipulative practices is essential for
fostering a fair and trustworthy digital landscape (Zuboff, 2019; Noble, 2018).
Through continuous critical evaluation and the development of robust regulatory
frameworks, society can harness the potential of Al technologies responsibly and
ethically (Floridi et al., 2018).
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CHAPTER Il

MOBILIZING SOCIAL MOVEMENTS

3.1. The Evolution of Social Movement Theories: From Collective Behavior to

Political Processes

Social movements are organized efforts by a large group to achieve a particular goal,
typically social or political. The study of social movements has evolved, and several
theoretical frameworks have been developed to understand how and why these

movements emerge, gain momentum, and achieve their goals (McAdam, 1982).

3.1.1. Collective Behavior and Mass Society Theories

Early social movement theories focused heavily on collective behavior, emphasizing
the spontaneous, unstructured, and temporary actions of groups responding to social
strain. These theories emerged as a response to the challenges of understanding mass
participation in collective action during periods of significant social upheaval. As
developed by Smelser (1962), Collective Behavior Theory argued that social
movements arise when structural strain within a society disrupts established norms,
creating a shared sense of grievance among individuals. This disruption often leads to
collective actions aimed at addressing the perceived breakdowns. According to this
framework, collective action is mainly reactive, emerging in response to perceived

crises rather than proactive strategic planning.

Mass Society Theory builds on this idea, proposing that individuals in modern,
bureaucratic societies often experience feelings of alienation, disconnection, and a lack
of meaningful social ties. Kornhauser (1959) suggests that social movements solve
these issues by providing individuals with a sense of belonging and community. The
theory posits that alienated individuals, especially those excluded from traditional

power structures, are likelier to join movements that offer identity, purpose, and
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collective solidarity. This perspective was incredibly influential in the mid-20th
century as scholars sought to explain the rise of populist and revolutionary movements

in highly industrialized societies.

Despite their foundational insights, both theories have significant limitations in
explaining the dynamics of modern social movements. Collective Behavior Theory
has been critiqued for its assumption that collective action is mainly unplanned and
emotionally driven, overlooking many movements' highly strategic and organized
nature. For example, social movements like the U.S. Civil Rights Movement or the
Indian independence struggle involved meticulous planning, strategic decision-

making, and long-term mobilization rather than mere reactive behavior (Tilly, 1978).

Mass Society Theory has also been criticized for its oversimplified portrayal of
individuals as atomized and disconnected, ignoring the role of preexisting social
networks and cultural contexts in mobilizing individuals (Melucci, 1989). Empirical
studies have shown that individuals often join movements not because of alienation
but through ties to existing social networks, communities, and shared ideologies
(McAdam, 1982).

Moreover, these early theories need more analytical tools to address contemporary
movements' complex interplay between structural conditions and individual agency.
For example, they fail to explain the role of digital platforms in transforming collective
action by enabling rapid communication, resource sharing, and global solidarity
(Castells, 2012). The emphasis on spontaneous and disorganized behavior in these
theories is incompatible with the structured campaigns seen in modern movements,
such as the Arab Spring and the global climate strikes, where digital tools have played
a critical role in fostering collaboration and sustaining mobilization (Earl & Kimport,
2011).

Another significant area for improvement of both theories is their inability to account
for the long-term persistence of movements. Collective Behavior Theory views
movements as ephemeral responses to crises. In contrast, many contemporary
movements, such as Black Lives Matter and the feminist movement, have sustained

momentum over the years, adapting to changing political and social conditions. This
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persistence reflects the importance of organizational strategies, framing, and resource

mobilization, which neither needs to be adequately addressed (Tarrow, 1998).

While Collective Behavior and Mass Society Theories provide valuable insights into
the initial emergence of social movements in response to social strain and alienation,
they fail to account for the complexities of strategic mobilization, networked
communication, and long-term organizational persistence in contemporary
movements. These limitations have led scholars to develop more robust theoretical
frameworks, such as Resource Mobilization Theory and Political Process Theory, to
explain better the intricacies of social movement dynamics (McCarthy & Zald, 1977,
McAdam, 1982).

3.1.2. Resource Mobilization and Political Opportunity Structures

Resource Mobilization Theory (RMT) marks a pivotal shift in understanding social
movements by emphasizing the critical role of resources—such as financial capital,
organizational capacity, and skilled leadership—in driving collective action
(McCarthy & Zald, 1977). Unlike earlier theories that viewed social movements as
spontaneous or reactive, RMT recognizes that movements are often deliberate,
strategic, and reliant on effectively mobilizing resources to sustain their activities over
time. According to RMT, resource access determines a movement's ability to emerge

and influences its long-term success and impact.

In contemporary social movements, technological advancements, particularly Al-
driven platforms, have revolutionized resource mobilization processes. Platforms like
Facebook, TikTok, and Instagram have become indispensable tools for movements to
connect with supporters, raise funds, and coordinate activities. Targeted fundraising
campaigns powered by machine learning algorithms enable movements to identify and
engage individuals most likely to donate or participate actively. Al-driven analytics
offer insights into donor behaviors, preferences, and engagement patterns, allowing
movements to tailor their outreach strategies for maximum effectiveness (Edwards &
McCarthy, 2004). These technological capabilities represent a significant evolution in
resource mobilization, facilitating the acquisition of material resources and the

cultivation of social capital and collective identity.
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A case in point is the 2022 Sri Lanka protests, where activists used Al-enhanced
crowdfunding platforms to pool resources and rapidly sustain their efforts. Al tools on
these platforms analyzed user engagement metrics to recommend donation campaigns
to potential supporters based on their online behaviors, interests, and prior interactions.
This targeted approach significantly amplified the movement's resource acquisition
capabilities, enabling rapid deployment of funds for logistics, communication, and on-
the-ground mobilization. The integration of Al allowed for a level of efficiency and
scalability that would have been unattainable through traditional fundraising methods
(Gurr, 1970).

Beyond financial resources, Al-enhanced platforms also play a critical role in
mobilizing human resources and fostering organizational capacity. Movements can
utilize predictive algorithms to identify individuals with specific skills, such as graphic
design, legal expertise, or media relations, and recruit them for strategic roles. This
targeted recruitment ensures that movements are well-funded and equipped with the
expertise needed to achieve their goals. Moreover, these platforms enable
decentralized coordination, allowing activists to organize and execute campaigns
across geographically dispersed locations while maintaining coherence and strategic
focus (Bimber, Flanagin, & Stohl, 2005).

Political Opportunity Structures (POS), a complementary framework to RMT, further
elucidates the importance of external factors in shaping the trajectory of social
movements. POS highlights how shifts in the political environment, such as the
fragmentation of elite power, declining state repression, or the emergence of
sympathetic allies, create windows of opportunity for movements to act (Tarrow,
1998). In contemporary contexts, Al-driven platforms amplify these opportunities by
providing real-time data on political vulnerabilities, public opinion trends, and
potential allies. For instance, during the 2022 Sri Lanka protests, social media
algorithms surfaced narratives of government inefficiencies and corruption, enabling
activists to capitalize on widespread public discontent and mobilize grassroots and

international support.

Al-powered platforms also assist movements in monitoring political climates and

identifying favorable moments to launch campaigns. By analyzing data from news
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outlets, social media trends, and public opinion surveys, movements can anticipate
shifts in political opportunities and adapt their strategies accordingly. This data-driven
approach aligns with RMT's emphasis on strategic decision-making and resource
optimization, illustrating how modern technologies enhance the theoretical

underpinnings of resource mobilization (Earl & Kimport, 2011).

While these advancements have significantly enhanced social movements' resource
mobilization capacities, they also introduce new challenges. Overreliance on Al-
driven platforms can make movements vulnerable to algorithmic biases, censorship,
and surveillance. For instance, automated moderation systems may inadvertently
suppress movement content, while government agencies can exploit Al tools for
counter-mobilization efforts. These risks underscore the need for movements to adopt
ethical and secure practices when leveraging Al technologies (Poell & van Dijck,
2015).

Resource Mobilization Theory provides a robust framework for understanding how
social movements sustain themselves through the effective acquisition and utilization
of resources. Integrating Al-driven platforms into resource mobilization strategies
represents a transformative development, enabling movements to scale operations,
optimize outreach efforts, and capitalize on political opportunities. However, as
movements increasingly rely on these technologies, they must remain vigilant to

algorithmic systems' ethical and operational challenges.

3.1.3. Framing Theory and New Social Movements

Framing Theory emphasizes that the success of social movements depends not only
on their ability to mobilize resources but also on their capacity to construct compelling
narratives that resonate with their intended audiences. Frames serve as interpretive
packages that shape how individuals understand social problems and motivate them to
take collective action. Snow and Benford (1988) identified three core framing tasks:
diagnostic framing, which identifies a social problem, and attributes blame; prognostic
framing, which proposes solutions and strategies; and motivational framing, which
provides a rationale for participation and engagement. These frames create a cohesive

narrative that can inspire action and sustain a movement's momentum.
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In the context of modern social movements, the role of framing has become even more
critical as movements operate in increasingly complex and fragmented information
environments. Digital platforms, particularly those powered by Al-driven algorithms,
have transformed how movements frame their causes and reach diverse audiences. By
analyzing user data and engagement patterns, platforms like Instagram, Twitter, and
TikTok enable movements to customize their messages for specific demographics,
ensuring their frames resonate across different cultural, political, and social contexts
(Benford & Snow, 2000). This dynamic, adaptive framing process allows movements
to extend their reach and recruit supporters who may have yet to align with the

movement's goals initially.

For example, during the 2022 Sri Lanka protests, activists leveraged Al-driven tools
to craft multiple frames around the nation's economic collapse. Diagnostic frames
focused on systemic government corruption and mismanagement, while prognostic
frames emphasized the need for systemic reforms and international intervention.
Motivational frames highlighted the urgency of collective action, portraying the
protests as a patriotic duty to save the country's future. Al-enhanced sentiment analysis
tools played a pivotal role in identifying the most effective frames, enabling activists
to adapt their messaging in real time based on public reactions. The movement
successfully broadened its support base by targeting local audiences with appeals
grounded in national pride and targeting global audiences with narratives emphasizing
human rights and economic justice (Howard & Hussain, 2013).

Al-powered recommendation systems have also enhanced the reach and effectiveness
of framing by amplifying content that aligns with user interests and preferences.
Platforms analyze trending hashtags, keywords, and engagement metrics to prioritize
and promote movement-related content to users likely to engage with it. This process
creates a feedback loop: as more users interact with specific frames, platforms amplify
those frames further, generating greater visibility and participation. During the Sri
Lanka protests, hashtags like #GotaGoHome and #SriLankaCrisis gained traction not
only because of their emotional resonance but also because Al algorithms prioritized
these messages, ensuring they appeared prominently on users' feeds (Margetts et al.,
2015).

36



Visual and symbolic frames have also become a central strategy in new social
movements, particularly in the age of social media. Movements now integrate
powerful imagery, memes, and videos into their framing efforts to evoke emotional
responses and foster a sense of urgency. Al tools enhance this process by identifying
the types of content that generate the highest levels of engagement. For instance,
during the Sri Lanka protests, viral videos showing long queues for fuel and food
shortages were used as visual diagnostic frames to highlight the severity of the crisis.
These frames were further contextualized with captions and hashtags that linked the
local struggles to broader global issues like economic inequality and corruption
(Bennett & Segerberg, 2012).

In addition to amplifying frames, Al-powered platforms enable movements to
experiment with multi-dimensional framing strategies. Social movements often face
the challenge of addressing diverse audiences with different priorities and
perspectives. Al tools facilitate this by allowing movements to test and deploy multiple
frames simultaneously. For example, environmental movements may frame their cause
as a public health issue for one audience, an economic opportunity for another, and a
moral imperative for another group. By segmenting audiences and delivering tailored
frames, movements increase the likelihood of resonance and mobilization (Entman,
1993).

However, the reliance on Al-driven platforms for framing also introduces significant
challenges. Algorithmic biases can influence which frames are amplified, potentially
marginalizing certain narratives while prioritizing others. Additionally, platforms'
focus on promoting emotionally charged or polarizing content may encourage the use
of divisive or sensationalist frames, potentially undermining the movement's
credibility and long-term goals. Movements must carefully navigate these risks to

ensure their framing strategies remain ethical and inclusive (Poell & van Dijck, 2015).

Framing Theory remains vital for understanding how social movements construct and
disseminate narratives to mobilize collective action. In the digital age, Al-powered
platforms have transformed the framing process, enabling movements to reach broader
audiences with tailored, multi-dimensional frames. While these tools offer significant

advantages in enhancing visibility and engagement, they also present new challenges
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that movements must address to maintain their effectiveness and integrity in an

increasingly algorithm-driven media landscape.

3.1.4. Political Process Theory

Political Process Theory (PPT) highlights the dynamic interaction between structural
factors, political environments, and movement agency in shaping the trajectory of
social movements (McAdam, 1982). At its core, PPT emphasizes the role of political
opportunities—specific moments or conditions that make collective action more
viable. These opportunities include shifts in political alignments, divisions among
elites, weakened state repression, and the emergence of sympathetic allies. Such
conditions lower the cost of collective action, increase its potential benefits, and create

an environment conducive to mobilization (Tarrow, 1998).

One of PPT's key strengths is its ability to explain why movements emerge and succeed
in particular contexts. For instance, divisions within ruling elites may create cracks in
the political system, enabling movements to exploit these weaknesses. Similarly,
reduced state repression can embolden activists as the perceived risks of participation
diminish. These shifts in the political landscape create a window of opportunity for

movements to build momentum and achieve their goals.

In the digital era, Al-driven platforms like Twitter, Facebook, and TikTok have
significantly transformed how movements identify and leverage political
opportunities. By algorithmically amplifying certain types of content, these platforms
increase the visibility of political vulnerabilities and frame them in ways that resonate
with the public. For example, social media algorithms often prioritize posts that
generate high engagement, such as protest footage, viral hashtags, or stories
highlighting state failures. These mechanisms enable movements to reach broader
audiences and pressure decision-makers by drawing national and international

attention to critical issues (Castells, 2012).
During the Arab Spring, for instance, Al-enhanced algorithms on platforms like

Facebook and Twitter played a pivotal role in surfacing content that exposed state

corruption, human rights violations, and police brutality. Videos and images from
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protests were widely shared, fostering a sense of solidarity among citizens and
increasing global scrutiny of authoritarian regimes. The real-time dissemination of this
content allowed movements to capitalize on moments of political vulnerability,
amplifying their demands and pressuring regimes to respond (Howard & Hussain,
2013).

Similarly, the 2022 Sri Lanka protests exemplify how movements can use Al-powered
platforms to exploit political opportunities. Activists leveraged these tools to highlight
government inefficiencies, such as economic mismanagement and corruption, through
targeted campaigns designed to resonate with domestic and international audiences.
Platforms like Twitter enabled the rapid spread of hashtags like #GotaGoHome, which
became a rallying cry for the movement. These digital tools also helped coordinate
protests, facilitate information sharing, and build international solidarity,
demonstrating how Al-enhanced platforms amplify political opportunities' core

dynamics (Meyer, 2004).

In addition to amplifying existing opportunities, Al-driven platforms also create new
ones by shaping public discourse and mobilizing previously disengaged audiences. For
example, algorithms can identify emerging trends and grievances that might not have
been visible through traditional media channels. By surfacing these issues, movements
can preemptively frame them as pressing political problems, shaping the public agenda
and increasing their leverage over decision-makers. This proactive use of Al aligns
with PPT's emphasis on the strategic agency of movements in navigating political
contexts (Earl & Kimport, 2011).

Moreover, Al tools allow movements to conduct sentiment analysis, track public
opinion, and monitor political climates in real-time. These capabilities enable activists
to identify shifts in public attitudes and political alignments, allowing them to adjust
their strategies accordingly. For instance, during the Sri Lanka protests, activists used
Al-driven analytics to gauge public sentiment on key issues, ensuring their messaging
aligned with widespread frustrations over economic conditions. This adaptability
allowed the movement to maintain relevance and momentum even as the political

landscape evolved (Tufekci, 2017).
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However, while Al-driven platforms offer significant advantages for leveraging
political opportunities, they also present challenges. Algorithmic biases can distort the
visibility of specific issues, while automated moderation policies may suppress content
critical to movement narratives. Additionally, governments and counter-movements
often exploit the same platforms to disseminate disinformation, surveil activists, and
close political opportunities that movements seek to exploit (Poell & van Dijck, 2015).
These dynamics highlight the double-edged nature of Al-enhanced technologies in the

context of political process theory.

Political Process Theory provides a valuable framework for understanding how
political opportunity shifts influence social movements' emergence and success. In the
digital age, Al-driven platforms have amplified these dynamics by increasing the
visibility of political vulnerabilities, enabling real-time mobilization, and shaping
public discourse. While these tools offer significant potential for movements to
capitalize on favorable political conditions, they also introduce new challenges that
require careful navigation. As such, the interplay between political opportunities and
Al-driven platforms underscores the evolving nature of social movements in a rapidly

changing political landscape.

3.2. Globalization's Dual Role in Shaping Social Movements

Globalization has profoundly influenced social movements characterized by the
increased interconnectedness and interdependence of the world's economies, cultures,
and populations. This section explores how globalization affects social movements'
emergence, strategies, and impacts, providing a detailed analysis with extensive

references.

3.2.1. How Transnational Networks Amplify Local Movements

Globalization has fundamentally reshaped the landscape of social movements,
enabling local struggles to gain visibility and support through transnational networks.
These networks connect activists, organizations, and individuals across borders,
creating platforms for solidarity, resource sharing, and coordinated action. Movements

like Fridays for Future illustrate how local actions can resonate globally by leveraging
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digital tools and Al-enhanced platforms to amplify their reach. Using hashtags,
targeted messaging, and strategic storytelling, these movements translate localized
grievances into universally relatable frames, making them accessible to diverse
audiences worldwide (Keck & Sikkink, 1998).

The power of transnational networks lies in bridging the gap between local movements
and global actors, including international NGOs, diaspora communities, and
sympathetic governments. Digital platforms with Al-driven algorithms enhance this
process by identifying and connecting individuals with similar concerns, regardless of
geographical location. For instance, Fridays for Future began as a localized protest by
Greta Thunberg in Sweden. However, they quickly evolved into a global movement
through the strategic use of social media hashtags like #FridaysForFuture and
#ClimateStrike. Al tools like Twitter and Instagram identified users who engaged with
climate-related content, ensuring the movement's frames reached individuals likely to

support its goals (Sommer, 2019).

Similarly, during the 2022 Sri Lanka protests, activists utilized Al-powered platforms
to unify and amplify their messages. Hashtags like #GotaGoHome became rallying
points for local participants and the Sri Lankan diaspora, creating a transnational echo
chamber that magnified the movement’s impact. By framing economic collapse and
government corruption as issues with global implications—such as the consequences
of poor governance on international economic stability—activists were able to draw
attention from international media and global civil society. This visibility helped
secure material and moral support from transnational allies, illustrating the critical role

of global networks in amplifying local struggles (Boyle, 2002).

Al-driven tools also facilitate the coordination of digital campaigns, enabling
movements to synchronize their actions across borders. For example, platforms like
Facebook and WhatsApp allow for real-time communication and the organization of
simultaneous protests in multiple countries. These tools reduce the logistical barriers
associated with transnational activism, fostering a sense of global solidarity among
participants. Fridays for Future has capitalized on this capability by coordinating

global climate strikes, where millions of participants in hundreds of cities demonstrate
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on the same day, underscoring the movement’s global resonance (Bennett &

Segerberg, 2012).

Transnational networks also play a crucial role in framing local movements as part of
broader global struggles. By situating specific grievances within universal
narratives—such as human rights, environmental justice, or economic equality—
movements can attract the attention of international stakeholders. This strategy
increases visibility and pressures national governments by invoking global norms and
standards. For instance, the Sri Lanka protests were able to draw parallels with other
global movements for justice and accountability, emphasizing the universal need for
transparent governance and economic reform. Al-enhanced sentiment analysis and
trend identification tools further enabled activists to adapt their messaging to align
with the values and priorities of international audiences (Risse, Ropp, & Sikkink,
1999).

Moreover, transnational networks allow for the exchange of resources, expertise, and
strategies between movements. For example, movements in the Global South often
benefit from the technical and financial support of international NGOs. In contrast,
movements in the Global North draw inspiration and legitimacy from their
partnerships with grassroots organizations in developing countries. This reciprocal
exchange strengthens the overall capacity of social movements to effect change at both
local and global levels. Using digital platforms equipped with Al tools facilitates these
exchanges, enabling activists to share best practices, coordinate strategies, and sustain

long-term collaborations (Della Porta & Tarrow, 2005).

However, while transnational networks amplify local movements, they also present
challenges. Movements must navigate the complexities of maintaining local
authenticity while appealing to international audiences. Overemphasis on global
framing can risk alienating local supporters who may perceive the movement as
catering more to international actors than local needs. Additionally, the digital tools
that enable transnational connections can also be used by governments and adversaries
to monitor, disrupt, or discredit movements. Despite these challenges, the strategic use
of transnational networks remains a powerful mechanism for amplifying local

movements in the age of globalization (Tufekci, 2017).
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In conclusion, globalization and digital technologies have transformed how local
movements connect with transnational networks. By leveraging Al-enhanced
platforms and digital tools, movements can amplify their reach, secure international
support, and frame their struggles within universal narratives that resonate globally.
These networks enhance visibility and facilitate resource sharing, strategic
coordination, and sustained solidarity, underscoring the pivotal role of transnational

connections in shaping contemporary social movements.

3.2.2. Strategies and Challenges in the Globalized Context

Globalization has also influenced the strategies and tactics of social movements.
Movements increasingly adopt transnational advocacy strategies, forming coalitions
with international NGOs and leveraging global public opinion to pressure national
governments (Khagram, Riker, & Sikkink, 2002). These strategies often involve
framing local issues as part of broader global struggles, attracting international
attention and support (Snow & Benford, 1988). For instance, transnational networks
have been critical in the anti-sweatshop movement, where activists from developed
countries collaborate with labor groups in the Global South to campaign against

multinational corporations (Featherstone, 2002; Armbruster-Sandoval, 2005).

For instance, the Zapatista movement in Mexico has effectively used global
communication networks to garner international solidarity and support for their
struggle against neoliberal policies and for indigenous rights (Cleaver, 1998). By
framing their local struggle within the context of global resistance to neoliberalism,
the Zapatistas have attracted the attention of global civil society and international
media (Olesen, 2004). The movement's use of the internet and global media has helped
amplify its message, bringing international awareness to its cause and garnering

support from activists worldwide (Cleaver, 1998; Bob, 2005).

Moreover, globalization has led to the adoption of innovative protest tactics that draw
on global cultural symbols and practices. Movements often use global media events,
such as international summits and sports events, to stage protests and draw global
attention to their causes (Smith, 2001). For example, during the 1999 Seattle WTO

protests, activists used various direct action tactics, including street theater and
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symbolic actions, to highlight the impact of globalization on workers and the
environment (Smith, 2001). These protests, often called the "Battle of Seattle,"
involved a broad coalition of labor unions, environmentalists, and human rights
activists, showecasing the power of transnational alliances in challenging global

economic institutions (Levi & Murphy, 2006).

Globalization has also seen movements incorporating digital tools and platforms into
their strategies. Social media and other digital communication tools allow for rapid
mobilization, coordination, and dissemination of information (Bennett & Segerberg,
2012). For instance, the Arab Spring uprisings were significantly bolstered by the
strategic use of social media to organize protests and communicate with local and
international audiences (Howard & Hussain, 2013). These digital tools enable activists
to bypass traditional media gatekeepers, allowing for more direct and immediate
engagement with a global audience (Earl & Kimport, 2011).

Furthermore, movements have increasingly used the "boomerang" advocacy strategy,
where local activists bypass their government and directly seek international support
to pressure their national authorities (Keck & Sikkink, 1998). This tactic has been
particularly effective in human rights campaigns, where international organizations
and foreign governments can exert pressure on repressive regimes (Risse, Ropp, &
Sikkink, 1999). An example is the global campaign against landmines, which
successfully leveraged international NGOs and sympathetic governments to push for

the adoption of the Ottawa Treaty, banning the use of landmines (Price, 1998).

The strategic use of global media has also become a key tactic. Activists aim to create
powerful media spectacles that capture global attention and frame their causes
compellingly (DeLuca & Peeples, 2002). For instance, the Occupy Wall Street
movement utilized iconic imagery and slogans like "We are the 99%" to draw media
attention and frame the debate around economic inequality (Gitlin, 2012). The
movement's strategic occupation of Zuccotti Park in New York City and the
subsequent media coverage helped amplify their message globally (Castells, 2012).
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3.3. The Role of Al-Enhanced Social Media in Mobilizing Movements

Global influences have profoundly shaped local social movements by affecting their
strategies, goals, and outcomes. These influences flow through international
organizations, transnational advocacy networks, global norms, and digital
communication technologies, creating a complex interplay between local and global
forces. This section examines how these global dynamics impact local movements,

providing detailed analysis and extensive references.

3.3.1. Leveraging Al Algorithms for Resource Mobilization and Framing

Al algorithms have become essential tools in modern social movements, transforming
how activists mobilize resources and strategically frame their causes. Platforms like
TikTok, Instagram, and Twitter use sophisticated algorithms to analyze user data,
enabling movements to craft and distribute content tailored to specific demographic
groups' preferences, behaviors, and values. By leveraging these capabilities,
movements can optimize their outreach efforts, ensuring their messages resonate with

diverse audiences and inspire collective action (Bennett & Segerberg, 2012).

Resource mobilization has particularly benefited from Al-enhanced platforms, which
allow movements to identify and engage supporters most likely to contribute
financially or participate actively. Integrated with Al-driven analytics, crowdfunding
platforms enable activists to launch targeted campaigns that maximize donations. By
analyzing engagement patterns, platforms can recommend donation opportunities to
users interested in similar causes, increasing the likelihood of contributions. For
example, during the 2022 Sri Lanka protests, activists utilized Al tools to identify high-
engagement zones for their digital fundraising campaigns. These tools analyzed user
behavior, such as interactions with protest-related content and sentiment expressed in
posts, to effectively guide activists in targeting potential donors. This targeted
approach ensured the efficient allocation of resources, allowing the movement to

sustain its activities and expand its reach (Tufekci, 2017).

Al algorithms also enhance the strategic framing of social movements by enabling

activists to design content that resonates emotionally and cognitively with their
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audiences. Framing involves presenting issues in ways that align with specific groups'
values, identities, and priorities, thereby fostering a sense of shared purpose. Al-driven
recommendation systems are pivotal in this process, as they distribute movement-
generated narratives to users most likely to engage with them based on their online
behaviors and preferences. For example, Fridays for Future utilized Al algorithms to
create segmented campaigns targeting distinct audiences—environmentally conscious
individuals were shown messages emphasizing the urgency of climate action. In
contrast, others received content focusing on economic opportunities linked to
renewable energy transitions (Earl & Kimport, 2011). This multi-layered framing
strategy increased the movement’s appeal across diverse constituencies, broadening

its support base.

The ability to create viral content has also been amplified by Al tools, which identify
trends and optimize content for maximum visibility. For instance, the Sri Lanka
protests leveraged Al-driven platforms to produce and disseminate videos, memes, and
infographics highlighting government corruption and economic mismanagement.
These materials were designed to evoke strong emotional reactions, such as anger and
solidarity, which are critical for mobilizing collective action. By analyzing
engagement metrics—such as shares, likes, and comments—activists refined their
messaging to sustain momentum and adapt to audience feedback. This iterative process
enabled the movement to maintain its relevance and visibility over time, even as the

political and social context evolved (Margetts et al., 2015).

Moreover, Al tools allow movements to track and analyze sentiment in real-time,
providing critical insights into how different audiences receive their messages.
Sentiment analysis algorithms, for example, can evaluate public reactions to specific
frames, identifying narratives that resonate most effectively. During the Sri Lanka
protests, activists used such tools to monitor responses to hashtags like #GotaGoHome,
allowing them to identify which messages were gaining local and international
traction. These insights helped activists refine their framing strategies to emphasize
themes that aligned with the concerns of their audiences, such as economic justice for

global audiences and patriotism for domestic supporters (Poell & van Dijck, 2015).
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In addition to optimizing message dissemination, Al algorithms facilitate the
personalization of movement narratives. Activists can craft tailored messages for
different audience segments based on demographics, interests, and online behaviors.
For instance, a movement advocating for environmental protection may frame its cause
differently for urban millennials—highlighting sustainable lifestyle choices—and
rural farmers, emphasizing the impact of climate change on agriculture. Al-driven
analytics enable movements to execute these personalized campaigns at scale,
ensuring their messages resonate deeply with each targeted group. This granular
approach to framing increases the likelihood of mobilization by addressing the specific
concerns and priorities of diverse constituencies (Bimber, Flanagin, & Stohl, 2005).

However, while Al algorithms offer significant resource mobilization and framing
advantages, they also introduce ethical and operational challenges. Algorithmic biases
can skew the visibility of specific narratives, marginalizing voices that do not align
with platform priorities. Furthermore, the reliance on emotionally charged content to
drive engagement risks oversimplifying complex issues or promoting divisive rhetoric.
Movements must navigate these challenges carefully, ensuring their Al use remains
ethical and aligned with their long-term goals (Florini, 2000).

Integrating Al algorithms into resource mobilization and framing processes has
profoundly enhanced the capabilities of modern social movements. By enabling
targeted outreach, real-time sentiment analysis, and personalized messaging, Al tools
empower movements to optimize their strategies and broaden their reach. However,
these advancements also require careful consideration of ethical and practical
challenges to ensure that the use of Al aligns with the values and objectives of the

movements it seeks to support.

3.3.2. The Impact of Al on Global Solidarity and Disinformation

Al-powered platforms have transformed how social movements build global solidarity
by enabling real-time communication, cross-border alliances, and the amplification of
localized struggles to international audiences. By analyzing vast amounts of user data,
algorithms identify and connect individuals with shared values and concerns, creating

digital networks that transcend national boundaries. These connections have been
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pivotal in fostering solidarity among disparate groups, as demonstrated during the Sri
Lanka protests, where hashtags like #GotaGoHome resonated globally, mobilizing

international support and amplifying the movement’s visibility (Poell & van Dijck,
2015).

However, Al systems facilitating solidarity pose significant ethical and operational
challenges. Algorithmic moderation policies, often opaque and designed to prioritize
"neutral” content, can inadvertently suppress movement-related material. For instance,
during the Sri Lanka protests, activists reported instances where posts highlighting
government corruption were flagged or de-prioritized, often due to automated systems
interpreting them as violating community standards. These incidents highlight the risks
associated with the over-reliance on automated moderation, which can
disproportionately affect movements that rely on digital platforms to disseminate
information and coordinate actions (Poell & van Dijck, 2015).

Another critical issue is the amplification of divisive or polarizing content by Al
algorithms designed to prioritize engagement. Content that evokes strong emotional
reactions, such as outrage or fear, often garners higher engagement and is subsequently
promoted more widely by algorithmic systems. While this can be advantageous for
movements seeking to draw attention to their cause, it can also lead to the unintentional
escalation of tensions within and between movements and their adversaries. For
example, movements that depend on emotionally charged narratives may risk
alienating moderate supporters or exacerbating internal divisions, ultimately

undermining their cohesion and long-term goals (Tufekci, 2017).

Disinformation is another significant challenge posed by Al-powered platforms. The
same algorithms that amplify movement narratives can also be exploited to spread
false or misleading information, often by state actors or counter-movements seeking
to discredit activists. Disinformation campaigns can sow confusion, erode trust, and
fracture solidarity within movements. During the Sri Lanka protests, for instance,
government-aligned entities reportedly used social media to disseminate false claims
about protest leaders, aiming to delegitimize the movement and deter participation. Al

systems, designed to maximize reach and engagement, inadvertently amplified these
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narratives, complicating activists’ efforts to maintain credibility and unity (Bradshaw

& Howard, 2019).

Additionally, algorithmic biases embedded in Al systems can disproportionately
disadvantage marginalized groups within movements. These biases may arise from the
datasets used to train Al systems, often reflecting historical inequalities and
exclusions. As a result, content from underrepresented voices may be less likely to
gain traction, limiting the inclusivity and diversity of global solidarity efforts. Activists
must work to counteract these biases by adopting alternative strategies, such as
leveraging decentralized platforms or building parallel communication infrastructures

that are less dependent on mainstream algorithms (Eubanks, 2018).

To navigate these challenges, movements must adopt transparent and inclusive
strategies when leveraging Al-powered platforms. This includes developing ethical
guidelines for using Al, prioritizing fact-based and non-divisive content, and actively
engaging with platform policies to advocate for greater transparency and
accountability in moderation processes. Collaborations with tech-savvy allies, such as
digital rights organizations and open-source developers, can also help movements
design tools that counteract algorithmic biases and disinformation while fostering

resilience against state-led surveillance and suppression efforts (Florini, 2000).

Despite these challenges, Al-powered platforms remain essential tools for building
global solidarity. Movements can mitigate the risks associated with disinformation and
divisive content by fostering a culture of transparency, inclusivity, and critical
engagement. This includes educating supporters about the risks of algorithmic
manipulation, promoting digital literacy, and creating decentralized networks less
reliant on significant platforms' policies and algorithms. By proactively addressing
these issues, movements can harness the transformative potential of Al while

safeguarding their values and objectives.

While Al-powered platforms offer unprecedented opportunities for global solidarity,
they also introduce significant risks related to algorithmic biases, disinformation, and
divisive content. Movements must navigate these challenges carefully, balancing the

advantages of Al-driven connectivity with the ethical imperatives of inclusivity and
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transparency. As Al technologies continue to evolve, their role in shaping the
dynamics of social movements will depend on the ability of activists to engage

critically and creatively with these tools.
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CHAPTER IV

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS & SOCIAL MEDIA RELATIONS

4.1. The Historical Role of Social Media in Protests

Social media has fundamentally reshaped how social movements organize, mobilize,
and sustain momentum. Early examples such as the Arab Spring (2010-2011)
illustrated the transformative potential of platforms like Facebook and Twitter in
bypassing state-controlled media, spreading information globally, and enabling rapid,
real-time coordination (Howard & Hussain, 2013; Castells, 2012). Tunisia, Egypt, and
Libya Protesters used these platforms to document human rights abuses, share their
stories, and foster solidarity among activists and international audiences (Ghonim,
2012). Similarly, hashtags like #Jan25 and #ArabSpring acted as rallying points,
uniting disparate groups under standard banners and amplifying the voices of

protesters globally (Lotan et al., 2011).

In subsequent years, social movements have leveraged social media to significant
effect. For example, the Occupy Wall Street movement (2011) used hashtags such as
#OccupyWallStreet to disseminate their anti-corporate greed message while fostering
an online community of activists (Gerbaudo, 2012). The Black Lives Matter (BLM)
movement demonstrated social media's long-term utility in mobilizing around racial
justice issues. Hashtags like #BlackLivesMatter, which emerged in 2013, raised
awareness of police brutality and systemic racism, eventually translating online

activism into large-scale, coordinated protests (Bonilla & Rosa, 2015).

During the 2022 Sri Lanka protests, social media once again proved instrumental.
Hashtags like #GoHomeGota encapsulated collective frustration over economic
mismanagement and government corruption. These hashtags served as tools for both
domestic mobilization and international awareness, framing the crisis in ways that
resonated with diverse audiences. Activists used platforms like Twitter and Instagram

to share viral content, including videos of protests, fuel shortages, and community
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solidarity, drawing attention from global media outlets and eliciting responses from

the international community.

While social media has revolutionized activism, it has also brought challenges. The
spread of misinformation, the influence of algorithmic amplification, and the risks of
state surveillance pose significant obstacles for activists. However, the transformative
potential of these platforms in giving voice to marginalized groups and enabling global

solidarity remains undeniable.

4.2. Algorithm and Social Movements

4.2.1. Algorithmic Amplification and Bias

The integration of algorithms into social media platforms has profoundly reshaped the
activism landscape, allowing movements to expand their reach and visibility in
previously unimaginable ways. These algorithms prioritize content based on user
engagement metrics, such as likes, shares, and comments, influencing what users see
in their feeds. While algorithmic amplification has opened new opportunities for social
movements, it also presents critical challenges that affect the dynamics of digital

activism.

One of the most significant advantages of algorithmic amplification is its ability to
make movements visible to broader and more diverse audiences. Algorithms are
designed to identify content that resonates with users’ preferences, which means that
well-framed and engaging posts can gain traction far beyond their original audience.
For example, during the Sri Lanka protests, the hashtag #GoHomeGota gained viral
momentum as algorithms detected increased user interaction. Protest footage,
symbolic images, and personal stories shared under the hashtag became central to the
movement’s narrative, fostering solidarity among Sri Lankans at home and abroad.
The movement leveraged this algorithmic boost to gain international visibility,
attracting attention from foreign media outlets and global human rights organizations.
This highlights how algorithms can act as force multipliers for localized struggles,

connecting them to global support networks (Tufekci, 2017).
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However, the reliance on engagement metrics introduces the problem of selective
visibility, where algorithms prioritize emotionally charged or sensational content over
more nuanced or critical discussions. This dynamic can inadvertently favor divisive
narratives that polarize audiences. For instance, during the Sri Lanka protests, posts
emphasizing anger and outrage over governmental failures received higher algorithmic
prioritization. At the same time, calls for more in-depth policy discussions or systemic
reforms are needed to gain visibility. The amplification of emotionally intense content
may increase participation in the short term but risks oversimplifying complex issues

and deepening ideological divides among participants (Margetts et al., 2015).

Another critical concern is the role of algorithmic moderation in suppressing activist
content. Automated systems that filter harmful or inappropriate material sometimes
misclassify political dissent or protest-related content as violating community
guidelines. This occurred during the Sri Lanka protests, where activists reported
instances of their posts being flagged or removed. Such errors often arise from the
inability of algorithms to contextualize political content, treating it with the same
criteria used for commercial or entertainment material. These misclassifications hinder
the dissemination of key protest messages and erode trust in social media platforms as

spaces for democratic discourse (Gillespie, 2018).

The risks of algorithmic bias are particularly pronounced for marginalized groups
within movements. VVoices that lack established networks or resources to generate high
levels of engagement may need help to gain algorithmic visibility. For instance,
grassroots activists or community leaders without access to sophisticated content
creation tools may find their posts overshadowed by more polished or widely shared
material. This dynamic reinforces existing power imbalances within movements,
privileging certain voices while sidelining others. Such disparities underscore the need
for activists to develop strategies that navigate these biases, such as collaborating with
more influential accounts or using targeted campaigns to elevate underrepresented
voices (Eubanks, 2018).

Algorithmic amplification also plays a role in the creation of echo chambers, where

users are predominantly exposed to content that aligns with their existing beliefs. This

phenomenon can polarize audiences by reinforcing their perspectives while limiting
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exposure to alternative viewpoints. In the context of social movements, echo chambers
can create silos where different factions within a movement struggle to communicate
effectively. During the Sri Lanka protests, for example, specific hashtags associated
with the movement gained traction primarily within specific demographic groups, such
as the diaspora or urban youth, while failing to resonate with other critical audiences,
like rural communities or older generations. These echo chambers can hinder the
development of a unified movement narrative and reduce the movement’s capacity to

mobilize across diverse constituencies (Pariser, 2011).

Despite these challenges, activists have developed innovative strategies to mitigate the
limitations of algorithmic systems. One approach involves using coordinated hashtag
campaigns, which can increase the likelihood of content trending across diverse user
groups. During the Sri Lanka protests, activists strategically launched the hashtag
"storms,” encouraging participants to post simultaneously using key phrases like
#GoHomeGota and #SriLankaProtests. By concentrating activity within specific
timeframes, they could capitalize on algorithmic tendencies to prioritize trending
topics, ensuring broader visibility. Additionally, activists employed visual storytelling,
using videos and infographics designed to generate high engagement, thus aligning

their strategies with the metrics favored by algorithms (Bennett & Segerberg, 2012).

Another effective tactic involves collaboration with influencers and prominent public
figures whose posts are more likely to gain algorithmic traction. Sri Lankan activists,
for instance, partnered with prominent diaspora influencers to amplify their messages,
leveraging their more significant followings to reach audiences that grassroots
accounts could not access directly. Such partnerships highlight the importance of
coalition-building in navigating algorithmic dynamics and expanding the reach of
movement messages (Gerbaudo, 2012).

While algorithmic amplification has provided social movements with powerful tools
to enhance their visibility and impact, it also introduces significant challenges related
to bias, moderation, and inclusivity. Activists must carefully navigate these dynamics
to maximize the benefits of algorithmic systems while addressing their limitations. By

adopting innovative strategies and fostering collaborative networks, movements can
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harness the transformative potential of algorithms while ensuring that their messages

remain inclusive, representative, and effective in achieving their goals.

4.2.2. The Ethics of Al and Social Media Activism

The ethical implications of Al in social media activism are vast and complex. They
impact movements' ability to operate freely while also shaping the broader socio-
political environment in which they exist. Beyond bias and visibility, concerns such as
surveillance, disinformation, and privacy violations pose significant risks to activists

and the democratic potential of social movements.

One of the most pressing ethical concerns is governments' use of Al-enhanced tools to
surveil and suppress dissent. While instrumental in organizing protests, platforms like
WhatsApp, Facebook, and Twitter have become key sites for monitoring activist
behavior. During the 2022 Sri Lanka protests, reports surfaced of government entities
tracking protest organizers through metadata analysis on social media platforms and
encrypted messaging services. This type of surveillance, facilitated by Al tools capable
of analyzing vast quantities of digital communication, poses serious risks to activists,
exposing them to harassment, arrest, or worse. Such practices demonstrate how Al
technologies, initially designed to enhance connectivity and efficiency, can also be
weaponized to stifle democratic expression and dissent (Zuboff, 2019; Feldstein,
2019).

The ethical issue of misinformation amplification further complicates the role of Al in
activism. Al algorithms prioritize content based on engagement metrics, often
promoting sensationalist or divisive material over accurate or nuanced narratives.
During the COVID-19 pandemic, platforms like Facebook and YouTube were
criticized for allowing misinformation about vaccines and treatments to gain
widespread visibility, a phenomenon exacerbated by algorithms designed to maximize
user engagement (Vosoughi et al., 2018). A similar dynamic played out during the Sri
Lanka protests, where disinformation campaigns targeted activists, spreading false
narratives to delegitimize the movement. These campaigns claimed that protest leaders
had ulterior motives or were funded by foreign actors. Such disinformation

undermined the protests’ credibility and fostered divisions among supporters,
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complicating efforts to sustain a cohesive movement narrative (Bradshaw & Howard,
2019).

Privacy violations represent another significant ethical concern in Al and social media
activism. Al systems often rely on extensive data collection, raising questions about
user consent and data security. Protesters using platforms like WhatsApp, Telegram,
or Twitter may inadvertently expose sensitive information about their activities or
identities, which state actors or malicious third parties can then exploit. The Sri Lanka
protests highlighted this risk, as activists reported concerns over the potential misuse
of their digital footprints. This fear of surveillance and privacy breaches creates a
chilling effect, deterring individuals from participating in social movements due to the

perceived risks of retaliation or exposure (Solove, 2013).

Addressing these ethical challenges requires a multifaceted approach that includes
greater algorithmic transparency and accountability. Social media platforms must be
more forthcoming about how their Al systems prioritize and moderate content,
ensuring that activists and users understand the rules governing the visibility and
suppression of posts. For example, clearer explanations of content moderation
decisions, particularly in politically sensitive contexts, could help reduce the risk of

unjust censorship while fostering trust in these platforms (Burrell, 2016).

Activists must also play a proactive role in countering the risks posed by Al-enhanced
platforms. Digital literacy initiatives to educate activists about secure communication
practices, such as using encrypted messaging apps or anonymizing their online
presence, are critical in mitigating surveillance risks. Additionally, movements can
adopt strategies to counter disinformation, such as rapidly fact-checking and
debunking false claims or collaborating with trusted media outlets to disseminate
accurate information. During the Sri Lanka protests, some activists employed
coordinated responses to disinformation by creating centralized hubs of verified
content, which were shared widely to combat false narratives. These efforts highlight
the importance of adaptability and resourcefulness in navigating an increasingly
complex digital landscape (Wardle & Derakhshan, 2017).
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Policymakers and technology companies must also collaborate to establish safeguards
that protect activists' rights while preserving digital platforms' democratic potential.
Regulatory frameworks should mandate transparency in algorithmic decision-making,
restrict the misuse of Al for surveillance, and penalize platforms that adequately
address the spread of misinformation. Moreover, companies must invest in building
Al systems that prioritize accuracy and inclusivity over mere engagement, ensuring
that their technologies contribute positively to democratic processes rather than

undermining them (Pasquale, 2015).

Finally, the ethical challenges posed by Al in social media activism underscore the
need for a global dialogue on the responsible use of these technologies. Civil society
organizations, researchers, and activists must work together to advocate for ethical Al
practices that balance the benefits of technological advancements with the fundamental
rights to privacy, free expression, and democratic participation. As seen in the Sri
Lanka protests, Al tools can be both a powerful ally and a dangerous adversary for
social movements. Navigating this duality requires a commitment to ethical principles,

technological innovation, and collective action.

While Al technologies have revolutionized how social movements operate, they also
present significant ethical challenges that must be addressed. Issues of surveillance,
misinformation, and privacy violations highlight the double-edged nature of Al-
enhanced platforms. By fostering greater transparency, empowering activists with
digital literacy, and implementing robust regulatory safeguards, it is possible to

harness Al's potential for positive social change while mitigating its risks.

4.3. Hashtags: The Digital Pulse of Movements

Hashtags have revolutionized how social movements communicate, organize, and
mobilize, acting as digital rallying cries that unify diverse participants under acommon
cause. By aggregating conversations across platforms, hashtags enable activists to
amplify their voices, foster solidarity, and bring attention to critical issues. Their
ability to transcend geographic, cultural, and linguistic boundaries makes them
indispensable tools in contemporary activism, allowing movements to achieve global

visibility and resonance.
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In movements like #MeToo, #BlackLivesMatter, and #FridaysForFuture, hashtags
symbolize collective identity and purpose. These movements exemplify how hashtags
can frame critical issues in ways that resonate with global audiences, turning personal
stories and local grievances into powerful calls for systemic change. For instance, the
#MeToo movement united survivors of sexual harassment and assault worldwide,
creating a networked public that challenged entrenched power structures and
demanded accountability (Mendes et al., 2018). Similarly, #FridaysForFuture has
galvanized youth-led climate action across continents, using hashtags to organize

global climate strikes and influence policy discussions (Fisher, 2019).

The 2022 Sri Lanka protests showcased how hashtags can play a pivotal role in local
and global mobilization. Hashtags like #GoHomeGota and #SriLankaProtests became
synonymous with public discontent over economic mismanagement and government
corruption. By encapsulating the protesters’ frustrations and aspirations, these
hashtags provided a unifying banner for diverse participants, including urban and rural
communities, youth activists, and members of the Sri Lankan diaspora. The hashtags
also served as tools for narrating the crisis, aggregating viral images and videos of long
fuel queues, empty supermarket shelves, and mass protests. These visual and
emotional narratives humanized the protesters' struggles and drew international
attention, leading to coverage by global media outlets such as The Guardian and BBC
News (Welikala, 2022).

One of the key strengths of hashtags is their ability to organize decentralized
movements. Unlike traditional hierarchical organizations, hashtag activism thrives on
horizontal networks, where participants contribute independently but remain
connected through shared symbols and narratives. This decentralized nature allows
movements to adapt quickly to changing circumstances. During the Arab Spring,
hashtags like #Jan25 facilitated real-time communication among Egyptian activists,
enabling them to coordinate protests and respond to government crackdowns with
agility (Howard & Hussain, 2013). Similarly, in Sri Lanka, hashtags helped activists
disseminate protest schedules, share updates on police movements, and crowdsource
resources like food and medical supplies. This organizational flexibility made the

protests resilient and adaptive, even in the face of state repression.
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However, the reliance on hashtags also presents significant challenges. The viral
nature of hashtags means that content emphasizing drama or sensationalism often
receives disproportionate visibility, potentially overshadowing more nuanced or
critical discussions. For example, while #GoHomeGota successfully captured
widespread frustration with Sri Lanka's leadership, more detailed conversations about
long-term systemic reforms needed to gain traction. This reliance on virality can
reduce complex political and social issues to simplistic slogans, limiting public

understanding and engagement (Tufekci, 2017).

Additionally, hashtags are vulnerable to co-optation and suppression by adversaries.
State actors, countermovements, and even malicious bots can hijack or flood hashtags
with irrelevant or misleading content to dilute their impact. During the Sri Lanka
protests, there were reports of government-aligned accounts attempting to downplay
the movement's legitimacy by posting pro-regime messages under protest-related
hashtags. Such tactics disrupt the flow of authentic communication and risk
fragmenting the movement by sowing mistrust among its supporters (Bradshaw &
Howard, 2019).

Despite these challenges, activists continue to refine hashtags to maximize their
impact. Strategic hashtag campaigns often involve timing posts to align with global
attention cycles or collaborating with influential figures to amplify messages. During
the Sri Lanka protests, activists coordinated "hashtag storms” to flood platforms with
#GoHomeGota posts at key moments, such as mass demonstrations or parliamentary
debates. This deliberate use of hashtags ensured that the movement’s message reached
domestic and international audiences, generating sustained media coverage and public

discourse.

Moreover, hashtags enable movements to engage in what scholars describe as
"networked framing"—collectively shaping how issues are perceived and discussed in
the public sphere. By aggregating diverse voices under a single hashtag, movements
can construct inclusive narratives that resonate with a broad spectrum of participants.
For instance, #GoHomeGota framed the economic crisis in Sri Lanka as a shared
grievance cutting across class, ethnicity, and geography, making it a unifying force in

an otherwise fragmented political landscape (Gerbaudo, 2012). This inclusive framing
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strengthened the movement’s internal cohesion and broadened its appeal to external

allies, including international organizations and diaspora communities.

Hashtags have become indispensable tools in the digital era, transforming how social
movements organize, communicate, and mobilize. Their ability to aggregate discourse,
foster solidarity, and amplify marginalized voices makes them powerful symbols of
contemporary activism. While challenges such as virality-driven biases and
adversarial co-optation persist, the strategic use of hashtags continues to empower
movements to achieve their goals. The Sri Lanka protests provide a compelling
example of how hashtags can serve as the digital pulse of a movement, uniting
participants and capturing the world’s attention in the fight for justice and

accountability.

4.4. Comparing Traditional and Al-Enhanced Social Media Dynamics

The evolution from traditional to Al-enhanced social media platforms marks a
significant transformation in how social movements operate and achieve visibility.
Traditional social media dynamics, typified by early Facebook and Twitter platforms,
revolved around chronological feeds and user-driven interactions. These platforms
offered a relatively egalitarian space for activism, where content visibility was
primarily determined by user activity rather than algorithmic intervention. Movements
such as Occupy Wall Street (2011) and the Arab Spring (2010-2011) leveraged these
dynamics to disseminate messages and coordinate actions. Hashtags like
#OccupyWallStreet and #Jan25 exemplified these movements' grassroots, bottom-up
nature, where human-curated messaging and organic sharing were the primary drivers
of visibility (Gerbaudo, 2012).

However, the reach of traditional social media movements was often constrained by
their reliance on manual dissemination methods. With advanced targeting
mechanisms, activists could have helped to ensure that their messages reached specific
demographics or achieved global visibility. The lack of personalization also meant that
user engagement could be inconsistent, limiting the ability of movements to sustain

momentum over extended periods (Jenkins, 2006; Castells, 2012).
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In contrast, Al-enhanced platforms like Instagram, TikTok, and Twitter have
introduced algorithms that personalize content, optimize user engagement, and
amplify messages based on sophisticated data analytics. These algorithms analyze user
behavior, preferences, and interactions to determine which content appears in feeds,
enabling movements to reach particular audiences. For instance, during the 2022 Sri
Lanka protests, predictive analytics helped activists tailor their messaging to resonate
with different groups, such as the urban youth, rural communities, and diaspora
populations. By leveraging Al-driven tools, activists could craft targeted content,
ensuring that their messages align with the priorities and values of these diverse
constituencies, thereby maximizing engagement (Tufekci, 2017).

Al-enhanced platforms also enable movements to achieve unprecedented scale and
impact by identifying trending topics and amplifying high-engagement content. Often
supported by algorithmic prioritization, viral posts allow movements to break out of
niche communities and reach broader audiences. For example, during the Sri Lanka
protests, video footage of mass gatherings and symbolic moments like protesters
storming the president’s residence gained widespread visibility, not just within Sri
Lanka but also internationally. Algorithms that prioritize visually striking and
emotionally compelling content ensured that these moments became focal points for
the global conversation, transforming a localized movement into an issue of

international concern (Welikala, 2022).

However, these advancements come with notable trade-offs. Al-enhanced platforms
can inadvertently create filter bubbles, where users are predominantly exposed to
content that aligns with their existing beliefs. By curating feeds based on past behavior
and engagement, algorithms reduce the likelihood of encountering diverse
perspectives, reinforcing ideological silos and limiting discourse within movements.
This dynamic can fragment social movements as different factions become entrenched
in their echo chambers, struggling to maintain a unified narrative or strategy. For
instance, while the #GoHomeGota campaign during the Sri Lanka protests resonated
broadly, other hashtags and messages associated with more nuanced policy discussions
received far less visibility, reflecting the algorithmic tendency to prioritize simplicity

and emotional resonance over complexity (Pariser, 2011).
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Another critical challenge posed by Al-enhanced platforms is the amplification of
misinformation. The same algorithms that optimize for engagement often prioritize
sensational or polarizing content, inadvertently spreading false narratives. During the
Sri Lanka protests, activists faced challenges as disinformation campaigns sought to
delegitimize their efforts. Claims about the movement being driven by foreign
interference or political opportunism gained traction, undermining the credibility of
activists. This highlights the dual-edged nature of Al-driven amplification, where the
tools that empower movements can also be weaponized against them (Bradshaw &
Howard, 2019).

The opacity of algorithmic decision-making further complicates the landscape for
activists. Unlike the chronological feeds of traditional platforms, where content
visibility was straightforward, Al-enhanced platforms operate through complex and
often opaque algorithms. Activists frequently need more insight into why specific
posts succeed while others fail, making predicting or replicating viral success difficult.
This lack of transparency can create frustration and uncertainty, significantly when
posts critical to a movement’s goals are suppressed or de-prioritized without clear

explanations (Pasquale, 2015).

Despite these challenges, activists have developed strategies to navigate the
complexities of Al-enhanced social media dynamics. Coordinated efforts, such as
timing posts to coincide with moments of peak engagement or using influencer
partnerships, have proven effective in countering algorithmic biases. During the Sri
Lanka protests, activists coordinated "hashtag storms" to ensure maximum visibility
for #GoHomeGota and related messages. By flooding platforms with simultaneous
posts, they could game the algorithms, pushing their content into trending sections and
ensuring it reached wider audiences. Additionally, collaborations with high-profile
individuals and organizations helped amplify their messages beyond the constraints of

algorithmic filtering (Bennett & Segerberg, 2012).

The transition from traditional to Al-enhanced social media dynamics represents
opportunities and challenges for contemporary social movements. While Al-powered
platforms offer unparalleled personalization, targeting, and amplification tools, they

also introduce risks such as filter bubbles, misinformation, and a lack of transparency.
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Activists must balance leveraging these tools for visibility and mitigating their
potential harms. By understanding the nuances of Al-driven dynamics and adopting
adaptive strategies, movements can navigate the complexities of the digital age and

maximize their impact in achieving social change.

4.5. The Future of Social Media and Activism

As social media and Al technologies continue to advance, their role in shaping the
future of social movements will become increasingly complex and significant. These
tools have already demonstrated their transformative potential, offering activists
unprecedented communication, mobilization, and advocacy opportunities. However,
as these technologies evolve, so do the challenges they present, necessitating proactive
adaptation and collaboration among stakeholders to ensure that social media remains

a force for democratic participation and social change.

One of the most critical aspects of the future of social media and activism is the
growing integration of Al-driven technologies into the architecture of online
platforms. Al can enhance the efficiency of activist campaigns by automating tasks
such as content creation, audience targeting, and message dissemination. For example,
machine learning algorithms can help activists identify emerging trends and tailor their
strategies to resonate with specific demographics, enabling more effective outreach.
Predictive analytics may allow movements to anticipate political or social shifts,
providing opportunities to adapt their messaging or mobilize supporters preemptively.
If harnessed strategically, these capabilities could amplify the impact of social

movements on an unprecedented scale (Ferrara et al., 2016).

At the same time, the rapid pace of technological development poses ethical and
operational dilemmas that activists and policymakers must address. For instance, as
Al-powered platforms become more sophisticated, there is a growing risk of state and
corporate surveillance. Governments can use these technologies to monitor dissent,
identify protest leaders, and suppress opposition, as seen in recent global examples of
digital repression. To counter these risks, activists must invest in privacy-preserving
tools like encrypted communication platforms and decentralized networks to protect

their data and anonymity. Policymakers, in turn, must advocate for robust legal

63



protections to safeguard digital rights, ensuring that social media platforms do not
become tools of oppression (Zuboff, 2019; Lyon, 2018).

Another significant challenge lies in combating misinformation and algorithmic
manipulation. As Al systems increasingly shape the flow of information, activists must
contend with the amplification of false narratives and the potential for digital echo
chambers to polarize audiences. The proliferation of deepfake technologies and Al-
generated content adds a new layer of complexity, as movements may need help
maintaining credibility in the face of sophisticated disinformation campaigns. In
response, social movements must prioritize fact-checking, transparency, and media
literacy initiatives to counteract the destabilizing effects of misinformation.
Collaboration with independent journalists, fact-checking organizations, and digital

literacy advocates will be critical (Wardle & Derakhshan, 2017).

Inclusivity and representation must also remain central to the future of social media
activism. While digital platforms offer marginalized communities opportunities to
amplify their voices, algorithmic biases and inequitable technological access can
perpetuate existing inequalities. Activists must work to ensure that the benefits of
social media and Al are distributed equitably, fostering participation from
underrepresented groups. For example, movements can use community-driven
platforms or open-source technologies to bypass algorithmic gatekeeping and ensure
diverse voices are heard. Policymakers should also support initiatives that expand
access to digital infrastructure, particularly in underdeveloped regions, to bridge the
digital divide and enable broader participation in global movements (Noble, 2018;
Eubanks, 2018).

The future of social media and activism also hinges on developing ethical Al systems.
Activists, technologists, and policymakers must collaborate to design algorithms
prioritizing inclusivity, fairness, and transparency. This involves rethinking
engagement-driven models, prioritizing sensational content, and shifting toward
systems that reward authenticity, nuance, and constructive discourse. Regulatory
frameworks should require platforms to disclose how their algorithms operate and hold
them accountable for the social consequences of their technologies. Initiatives like

algorithmic audits and participatory design processes, where diverse stakeholders
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contribute to creating Al systems, can help ensure these technologies align with
democratic values (Pasquale, 2015).

Movements like the 2022 Sri Lanka protests underscore the dual-edged nature of these
emerging technologies. While Al-powered platforms enabled activists to amplify their
messages and garner international support, they also exposed vulnerabilities to
surveillance and misinformation. The lessons learned from these experiences highlight
the need for vigilance, innovation, and ethical considerations in navigating the future
of digital activism. Activists must continue experimenting with new tools and tactics,

balancing the opportunities Al provides with the need to mitigate its risks.

Finally, the role of collective action in shaping the future of social media activism
cannot be overstated. Activists must collaborate with civil society organizations,
technologists, and policymakers to advocate for an open, fair, and accountable digital
landscape. Public pressure can influence platform policies, pushing for changes
prioritizing human rights and democratic participation. The potential for social media
to drive positive change will depend on the ability of activists to harness its power
responsibly, creating effective but also inclusive, equitable, and sustainable

movements.

The future of social media and activism is promising and fraught with challenges. The
evolution of Al technologies will shape movements, presenting opportunities for more
significant impact and introducing new risks. By remaining adaptive and fostering
cross-sector collaboration, activists can ensure that these tools are leveraged to

advance justice, equity, and democratic values in the digital age.
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CHAPTERV

RESEARCH PROCESS

5.1. Research Process

The research process outlines the systematic steps taken to investigate the role of Al-
enhanced social media in mobilizing social movements during the 2022 Sri Lankan
protests. This section details the purpose, methodology, tools, and limitations that

framed the study, ensuring rigor and alignment with academic standards.

5.1.1. Purpose and Significance of the Research

The purpose of this research extends beyond understanding the immediate impact of
Al-enhanced social media on the Sri Lankan protests of 2022. It delves into how
artificial intelligence, integrated into digital platforms, fundamentally alters the
dynamics of modern socio-political movements. By examining the Sri Lankan crisis,
the study identifies how Al algorithms influence visibility, engagement, and the
prioritization of narratives, transforming localized grievances into globally resonant
campaigns. With their Al-enhanced capabilities, social media platforms are not
passive tools but active mediators shaping public discourse, amplifying calls for
accountability, and challenging traditional power structures.

This research is particularly significant because it addresses the emerging role of Al
in shaping participatory democracy. In contexts like Sri Lanka, where systemic
inequalities and governance failures are prevalent, Al-enhanced social media offers a
platform for citizens to bypass traditional gatekeepers of information, such as state-
controlled media and politically aligned outlets. By decentralizing communication,
these platforms empower individuals and communities to frame their narratives,
mobilize collective action, and engage directly with global audiences. The study's

focus on the interplay between technology and activism contributes to a growing body
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of literature that seeks to understand the transformative potential of Al in promoting
social justice and accountability (Howard & Hussain, 2013).

Moreover, the research underscores the role of Al-enhanced algorithms in facilitating
both the dissemination and amplification of symbolic narratives. For instance,
hashtags like #Aragalaya and #GoHomeGota2022 became digital symbols of
resistance, encapsulating complex political grievances into simple, shareable forms
that resonated across diverse demographic and geographic boundaries. These
narratives were instrumental in uniting disparate groups within Sri Lanka and
attracting international attention, creating a global network of solidarity and advocacy.
The ability of Al algorithms to prioritize emotionally engaging and visually
compelling content highlights their centrality in sustaining the momentum of social

movements and fostering transnational support (Milan, 2015).

Another critical aspect of this research is its emphasis on the dual-edged nature of Al-
driven social media. While these platforms democratize access to information and
amplify marginalized voices, they also introduce challenges, such as the risk of
misinformation, polarization, and algorithmic bias. The same Al systems that elevate
grassroots narratives can be manipulated to spread divisive content or reinforce
existing inequalities, raising ethical questions about the governance and accountability
of these technologies (Noble, 2018). By addressing these issues, the study contributes
to a more nuanced understanding of the potential and limitations of Al in shaping

digital activism.

The research also holds practical implications for policymakers, technologists, and
activists. Analyzing the dynamics of Al-enhanced social media during the Sri Lankan
protests offers insights into how these platforms can be leveraged to promote
accountability, transparency, and participatory governance. At the same time, it
highlights the need for regulatory frameworks and ethical guidelines to mitigate the
risks associated with Al-driven amplification and ensure that these technologies are
used responsibly. The findings underscore the importance of developing a balanced
approach that harnesses the benefits of Al while safeguarding against its potential

harms.
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The purpose and significance of this research are rooted in its exploration of how Al-
enhanced social media is redefining the boundaries of political participation,
advocacy, and governance. Using the Sri Lankan protests as a case study, the research
documents the immediate impact of digital platforms on a specific movement. It
contributes to the broader discourse on the intersection of technology, activism, and
societal change. Its findings are relevant for understanding the dynamics of the 2022
Sri Lankan crisis and informing future research and policy initiatives to foster

equitable and inclusive digital ecosystems.

5.1.2. Research Problem and Questions

The research problem focuses on the transformative role of Al-enhanced social media
platforms in political mobilization and their impact on socio-political dynamics. These
platforms serve as powerful tools for activism, enabling the rapid dissemination of
information, fostering global connectivity, and facilitating collective action
(Gerbaudo, 2012; Howard & Hussain, 2013; Tufekci, 2017). However, integrating Al
algorithms into social media introduces significant challenges, including concerns
about misinformation, bias, and ethical accountability (Diakopoulos, 2016; Noble,
2018; Pasquale, 2015).

Al-driven algorithms curate and prioritize content based on engagement metrics,
which can amplify specific narratives, often at the expense of diversity in viewpoints.
This process raises concerns about echo chambers and reinforcing ideological biases
(Pariser, 2011; Zuboff, 2019). During the 2022 Sri Lankan protests, these platforms
played a crucial role in mobilizing local grievances and projecting them onto a global
stage, demonstrating both their potential for empowerment and their risks of
misrepresentation (Welikala, 2022; Fisher, 2019).

This duality—Al-enhanced social media as both a catalyst for activism and a
mechanism for harm—forms the basis of the research problem. The study investigates
how these platforms facilitate democratic engagement while potentially undermining
informed discourse and governance. Understanding this dynamic is critical to
addressing the ethical implications of Al in social media and its long-term impact on

political movements and governance systems.
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To explore this issue, the study is guided by the following research questions:

How did Al-enhanced social media platforms influence the mobilization and
organization of the 2022 Sri Lankan protests?

What role did hashtags, symbolic narratives, and algorithmic amplification
play in shaping public consciousness and collective identity during the protests
(Bennett & Segerberg, 2012; Gerbaudo, 2012; Tufekci, 2017)?

How did Al-driven platforms bridge local grievances with global audiences,
and what were the implications for governance and advocacy (Castells, 2012;
Howard & Hussain, 2013)?

What are the ethical considerations and potential risks associated with the use
of Al-enhanced social media in political movements (Diakopoulos, 2016;
Noble, 2018; Pasquale, 2015)?

By addressing these questions, the study aims to contribute to a nuanced understanding

of Al-enhanced social media's potential and pitfalls in modern political mobilization

and advocate for more ethical governance in the digital age.

5.1.3. Definitions

To ensure conceptual clarity, the following key terms are operationally defined:

Al-Enhanced Social Media: Social media platforms that use artificial
intelligence algorithms to curate, recommend, and prioritize content for users,
often based on engagement metrics, relevance, or personalization (Gillespie,
2018).

Political Consciousness: Awareness among individuals or groups about
systemic governance issues, corruption, and socio-economic inequalities, often
leading to collective demands for change (Freire, 1970).

Hashtag Activism: The strategic use of hashtags to organize, amplify, and
sustain discussions on socio-political issues, particularly on platforms like
Twitter/X (Yang, 2016).

Algorithmic Amplification: The process by which Al algorithms increase the
visibility and reach of specific content by prioritizing it in users’ feeds, often

influenced by engagement metrics (Rieder, 2020).
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5.1.4. Methodology

This study employs a qualitative research design, leveraging thematic analysis to
explore the role of Al-enhanced social media in the Sri Lankan protests. The
methodology analyzes social media data, particularly tweets, alongside secondary
sources, such as news reports and academic articles, to uncover patterns and themes.
By concentrating on the interplay between Al-driven algorithms and user-generated
content, the study seeks to understand how social media platforms influenced the

mobilization and organization of collective action during the crisis.

The qualitative approach adopted for this research allows for a deep exploration of the
symbolic narratives, hashtags, and engagement dynamics that characterized the digital
discourse surrounding the protests. The study identifies the recurring themes that
framed public grievances and fueled grassroots activism by examining both the
explicit and implicit messages in social media posts. Incorporating secondary data,
such as news reports and scholarly analyses, provides contextual depth, enabling the

triangulation of findings and ensuring a robust interpretation of the data.

The study's methodology is grounded in a case study approach, focusing on the Sri
Lankan protests as a specific instance of Al-enhanced digital activism. This approach
ensures that the analysis remains closely tied to the unique socio-political context of
Sri Lanka while generating insights that contribute to broader discussions on the
intersection of technology, governance, and activism. Through the systematic coding
and thematic categorization of data, the methodology captures the multi-dimensional
impact of Al-enhanced social media on political consciousness, global amplification,

and governance outcomes.

5.1.4.1. Research Design

This research adopts a case study approach, centering on the 2022 Sri Lankan protests
as a specific and illustrative example of Al-driven social mobilization. The case study
method is particularly suited for this research as it allows for an in-depth examination
of a single, complex event within its real-life context, offering valuable insights into

the intersection of technology and socio-political activism. By narrowing the focus to
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a well-defined case, the study ensures a comprehensive analysis of how Al-enhanced
social media platforms shaped collective action, public consciousness, and governance

outcomes during significant political upheaval.

Thematic analysis, guided by the framework outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006), was
the primary analytical tool to identify and interpret recurring themes within social
media content. This method is particularly effective in qualitative research as it
facilitates the systematic organization and exploration of data, allowing the study to
uncover patterns, narratives, and symbolic meanings embedded in user-generated
content. The emphasis on thematic analysis ensures that explicit trends (e.g., frequent
hashtags like #Aragalaya) and implicit dynamics (e.g., the framing of protests as

grassroots resistance) are captured and analyzed rigorously and in-depth.

NVivo software was utilized throughout the research process to systematically manage
and code the dataset. NVivo’s features, such as hierarchical coding and visual
mapping, allowed for efficient categorization of themes and sub-themes, enabling the
extraction of insights related to critical aspects of the protests, including youth
mobilization, governance accountability, and global amplification. The software's
capabilities ensured that the analysis remained organized, replicable, and adaptable to

the iterative nature of thematic analysis.

By combining the case study approach with thematic analysis, this research effectively
contextualizes the Sri Lankan protests within broader discussions on digital activism
and the role of Al-enhanced platforms. The research design not only captures the
movement's unique characteristics but also provides a framework for understanding
the transformative potential of social media in contemporary socio-political
landscapes. This methodological alignment ensures that the findings contribute
meaningfully to the existing knowledge on Al-driven mobilization while remaining

grounded in the specific realities of the case under study.

5.1.4.2. Research Limitations

The study acknowledges several limitations that may influence the scope and

interpretation of its findings. One significant limitation is the reliance on Twitter/X as
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the primary data source. While Twitter/X played a crucial role in the 2022 Sri Lankan
protests, other platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp were also
integral to the mobilization and communication efforts. Excluding data from these
platforms narrows the breadth of analysis and potentially omits valuable insights into
the multi-platform strategies employed by activists and participants during the
protests. For instance, private messaging on WhatsApp or grassroots-level
coordination through Facebook groups may have contributed substantially to the

movement but remain outside the purview of this study.

Another limitation is the focus on publicly available English-language tweets, which
may exclude critical narratives expressed in Sinhala or Tamil. Sri Lanka is a
linguistically diverse nation, and much of the discourse, particularly at the grassroots
level, likely occurred in local languages. By analyzing primarily English-language
content, the research risks overlooking culturally specific grievances, regional
narratives, and the perspectives of individuals who do not engage in English on social
media platforms (Blank, 2017). This linguistic constraint highlights the need for future
research to incorporate multilingual analysis tools or collaborate with native speakers

to ensure a more inclusive representation of voices.

The subjective nature of thematic analysis, while a strength in uncovering nuanced
patterns, also introduces potential researcher bias. The process of coding and
interpreting data is inherently influenced by the researcher’s positionality, experiences,
and perspectives. While efforts were made to mitigate this bias through triangulation,
peer debriefing, and iterative coding, the findings may still reflect subjective
interpretations. This limitation underscores the importance of transparency in the

research process and the replication of findings in future studies to strengthen validity.

Additionally, the transient nature of social media data poses challenges related to
availability and completeness. Social media posts can be edited, deleted, or removed
by platforms, leading to gaps in the dataset. For instance, tweets critical of governance
or exposing human rights violations may have been taken down due to platform
policies or government censorship, resulting in an incomplete picture of the digital
discourse surrounding the protests. Moreover, reliance on third-party tools for data

collection, such as NodeXL or TAGS, introduces dependency on platform-specific
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restrictions and the limitations of these tools, further complicating the

comprehensiveness of the data.

Finally, the study’s temporal scope, which focuses on the peak protest period from
March to July 2022, may not capture the entire evolution of social media narratives.
Key developments before and after this timeframe, such as the early stages of
mobilization or the long-term impact of the protests, are not fully explored. Expanding
the temporal scope in future research could provide a more holistic understanding of

how social media activism evolves and influences sustained political change.

Despite these limitations, the study offers valuable insights into the role of Al-
enhanced social media in mobilizing social movements. By addressing these
constraints transparently, the research provides a foundation for further exploration
and highlights opportunities for methodological refinement in future studies.

5.1.4.3. Sampling

The sample for this study comprises 500 tweets collected between March and July
2022, representing the peak intensity of the Sri Lankan protests. This timeframe was
selected to capture the most active and impactful phase of social media engagement,
reflecting this critical juncture's heightened mobilization and global attention. By
focusing on this period, the study ensures that the data provides a comprehensive
snapshot of the digital discourse during a time of significant political upheaval and

collective action.

Purposive sampling ensured the selected tweets were directly relevant to the research
questions and represented the broader digital narratives surrounding the protests. The
sampling process prioritized tweets associated with high-visibility hashtags such as
#Aragalaya and #GoHomeGota2022, which served as central rallying points for the
movement. These hashtags encapsulated public grievances, demands for systemic
reform, and calls for accountability, making them essential focal points for the study.
Additionally, the sampling process emphasized high-engagement content, such as
tweets with significant likes, retweets, and replies, to capture the most influential and

widely circulated narratives.
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The sample included tweets from verified accounts of activists, journalists, and citizen
groups, ensuring credibility and authenticity. Verified accounts often serve as trusted
sources of information, particularly during political unrest, and their inclusion adds
weight to the findings. At the same time, the sample incorporated diverse perspectives
by including tweets from unverified accounts that gained traction within the
movement. This balance between verified and grassroots voices reflects the
multifaceted nature of social media activism, where both institutional figures and

ordinary citizens contribute to shaping the discourse.

Inclusion criteria ensured that the sample reflected various themes, narratives, and user
demographics. Tweets were selected based on their relevance to the research
objectives, focusing on governance failures, grassroots mobilization, law enforcement
actions, and global solidarity. The sampling process also considered using multimedia
content, such as images, videos, and infographics, which significantly amplify protest
messages and engage audiences. This approach captures the multimodal nature of
social media communication, providing a richer and more nuanced understanding of

the digital narratives surrounding the protests.

While the sample primarily consists of English-language tweets, it includes
representative examples from Sinhala and Tamil to acknowledge the multilingual
nature of Sri Lanka’s digital landscape. However, the analysis predominantly focuses
on English-language content due to resource limitations and the need for linguistic
consistency. This linguistic scope ensures that the findings remain accessible and
relevant to a global audience while recognizing the importance of incorporating local

languages in future research.

The 500 tweets-sample size strikes a balance between manageability and depth,
allowing for a detailed thematic analysis without sacrificing the breadth needed to
capture diverse narratives. By employing purposive sampling and focusing on high-
impact content, the study ensures that the sample is representative of the broader digital
movement and aligned with the research objectives. This strategic approach to
sampling contributes to the reliability and validity of the findings, providing a robust
foundation for understanding the role of Al-enhanced social media in the 2022 Sri

Lankan protests.
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5.1.4.4. Data Collection Tools

Data for this study was collected using a combination of Twitter’s advanced search
features and third-party tools, including NodeXL and TAGS (Twitter Archiving
Google Sheet). These tools were instrumental in efficiently extracting relevant tweets
based on predefined keywords, hashtags, and engagement metrics, ensuring a focused
and systematic approach to data collection. Twitter’s advanced search functionality
allowed for precise filtering of tweets by date, language, and engagement levels.
NodeXL and TAGS streamlined the archiving and organizing of large volumes of
social media data. The study gathered a comprehensive dataset of the digital discourse

surrounding the 2022 Sri Lankan protests by leveraging these tools.

NodeXL, in particular, provided advanced features for mapping network relationships,
which enabled the visualization of user interactions, such as retweets, mentions, and
replies. This feature facilitated a deeper understanding of how information flowed
across the platform and how key influencers shaped the movement. Conversely, TAGS
allowed for real-time archiving of tweets, ensuring that time-sensitive data—such as
breaking events or viral content—was preserved for analysis. These tools
complemented each other, enhancing the data collection process's reliability and scope
by capturing quantitative metrics (e.g., tweet frequency and retweet counts) and

qualitative content (e.g., tweet text and multimedia).

Following data extraction, NVivo software was employed to organize, manage, and
analyze the dataset. NVivo’s functionality, including hierarchical coding and query
tools, facilitated the systematic identification of recurring themes and sub-themes
within the tweets. This software was particularly useful in categorizing data related to
hashtags such as #Aragalaya and #GoHomeGota2022 and analyzing multimedia
content like images and videos. NVivo’s ability to generate visualizations, such as
word clouds and thematic maps, further supported the study in uncovering patterns

and relationships within the data.
Secondary sources such as news articles and scholarly reports were incorporated to

triangulate findings and provide contextual depth. These sources enriched the analysis

by offering additional perspectives on the socio-political context of the protests and
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validating insights derived from the primary data. For example, reports from reputable
outlets like Reuters and BBC News were used to cross-check information related to
significant protest milestones. At the same time, peer-reviewed academic articles
provided theoretical grounding for interpreting the role of social media in collective
action. This triangulation ensured that the findings were grounded in empirical
evidence and framed within broader academic and real-world contexts (Silverman,
2020).

The data collection process adhered to ethical guidelines for digital research, focusing
exclusively on publicly available tweets to respect user privacy. Care was taken to
anonymize identifiable information where necessary, and secondary sources were
appropriately cited to maintain academic integrity. By employing a combination of
advanced data collection tools and rigorous ethical practices, the study ensured the
dataset's reliability, relevance, and credibility.

The integration of tools such as NodeXL, TAGS, and NVivo, combined with
secondary data sources, provided a robust framework for collecting and analyzing
social media content. This multi-faceted approach enabled the study to
comprehensively explore the role of Al-enhanced social media in the Sri Lankan

protests, offering depth and breadth in its analysis.

5.1.5. Data Analysis and ""Validity and Reliability"

Thematic analysis, as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006), was the primary analytical
framework utilized in this study. This method was chosen for its systematic and
flexible approach to analyzing qualitative data, allowing the researcher to uncover
explicit patterns and latent meanings within social media content. The six-phase
process—familiarization, coding, theme identification, theme review, definition, and
reporting—was meticulously applied to ensure thorough and rigorous analysis. Each
phase contributed to a structured understanding of the dataset, enabling the researcher
to interpret the nuanced roles that Al-enhanced social media platforms played in
mobilizing the Sri Lankan protests of 2022.

76



The initial familiarization phase involved an in-depth review of the collected data,
including reading and re-reading tweets, hashtags, and associated metadata. This phase
allowed the researcher to understand the dataset comprehensively and begin
identifying preliminary patterns. The coding phase followed, during which specific
data features were systematically labeled and categorized. NVivo software was
employed at this stage to streamline the coding process, providing tools for organizing
data hierarchically into themes and sub-themes. NVivo’s functionalities, such as word
frequency analysis and query tools, facilitated the identification of key narratives,
symbolic elements, and user interactions, ensuring that all relevant patterns were

captured efficiently.

After the coding phase, themes were identified by clustering related codes into broader
categories representing key aspects of the dataset. For instance, tweets addressing
governance failures and public accountability were grouped under "governance
critiques” or "demands for systemic reform." During the theme review phase, these
initial categorizations were iteratively refined to ensure they accurately represented the
dataset and aligned with the research questions. The definition phase clarified each
theme, providing detailed descriptions of their relevance and scope. Finally, the
reporting phase synthesized the findings into coherent narratives supported by

representative quotes from the data to illustrate the thematic conclusions.

Triangulation was incorporated into the analysis process to ensure validity and
reliability. This involved cross-referencing the findings from social media data with
secondary sources, such as news reports and scholarly articles (Flick, 2018). For
example, themes emerging from Twitter/X content—such as the economic grievances
voiced by protestors or critiques of governance—were corroborated by media
coverage from outlets like The Guardian and Al Jazeera. Scholarly literature provided
additional theoretical grounding, ensuring that the findings were contextually robust

and aligned with broader academic discussions on digital activism.

Peer debriefing was conducted as an additional measure to minimize researcher bias
and enhance the reliability of the thematic analysis. This process involved presenting
preliminary codes, themes, and interpretations to academic peers for feedback and

critique. Their insights informed revisions to the coding framework and thematic

77



categorizations, ensuring the analysis was consistent, transparent, and

methodologically sound.

The coding process was iteratively reviewed, with adjustments made as new patterns
emerged or ambiguities were identified. This iterative approach ensured that the
analysis remained dynamic and reflective of the dataset's complexity, capturing both

overarching themes and nuanced insights.

The study also adhered strictly to ethical guidelines for digital research, ensuring the
integrity of the data collection and analysis processes. Only publicly available tweets
were included, respecting user privacy and avoiding any access to restricted or private
content. Furthermore, all identifiable user information was anonymized where
necessary, which aligns with ethical best practices for social media research (Markham
& Buchanan, 2012).

The study ensured high reliability and credibility by integrating thematic analysis with
advanced analytical tools like NVivo and rigorous validation measures such as
triangulation and peer debriefing. This structured approach allowed for a detailed and
nuanced exploration of the role of Al-enhanced social media in the Sri Lankan protests,
providing insights into how these platforms shaped political consciousness, amplified

grievances, and mobilized collective action.

5.1.6. Data Collection

The data collection process for this study was designed to ensure the inclusion of
relevant, diverse, and ethically sourced information. Social media data, specifically
tweets, formed the core dataset, and specific criteria guided the selection process to
ensure alignment with the research objectives. Tweets were chosen based on their
association with prominent hashtags such as #Aragalaya and #GoHomeGota2022,
which were central to the digital mobilization during the 2022 Sri Lankan protests.
These hashtags were rallying points for public grievances, facilitating the organization
and amplifying collective action. High-engagement tweets, characterized by
significant likes, retweets, and replies, were prioritized, reflecting the movement's

most widely circulated and influential narratives.
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Publicly available data was exclusively used to adhere to ethical research standards
and protect user privacy. This approach ensured that the research respected the rights
of individuals while maintaining compliance with ethical guidelines for digital
research (Markham & Buchanan, 2012). Tweets from verified accounts, including
activists, journalists, and organizations, were included to ensure credibility and capture
prominent voices' perspectives within the movement. At the same time, tweets from
unverified users with high engagement were analyzed to include grassroots-level

contributions, ensuring a balanced and diverse representation of the discourse.

Secondary data sources were incorporated to complement the social media dataset and
provide contextual depth. Reputable news outlets, such as The Guardian and Al
Jazeera, were consulted to verify major protest events and milestones. Peer-reviewed
academic studies offered theoretical and contextual insights into the role of digital
platforms in socio-political movements. This triangulation process strengthened the
validity of the findings by cross-referencing social media data with independent
sources, ensuring that the analysis was grounded in a broader socio-political and

academic context.

To ensure systematic organization and analysis, the data collection process utilized
tools like NodeXL and TAGS for efficient tweet extraction. These tools allowed the
researcher to archive tweets based on specific keywords, hashtags, and engagement
metrics, ensuring the dataset was comprehensive and manageable. Advanced search
features on Twitter/X were also employed to filter tweets by date, language, and user
engagement, enabling the collection of high-quality data relevant to the research

objectives.

Ethical considerations were central to the data collection process. Only public tweets
were analyzed, and no attempts were made to access private or restricted content.
Identifiable information, such as usernames or profile details, was anonymized in the
presentation of findings to protect user privacy and maintain ethical integrity. The
study’s adherence to these ethical guidelines reflects a commitment to responsible
digital research practices, minimizing potential harm to individuals and communities

involved in the protests.
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This structured and ethical approach to data collection ensures that the findings are
grounded in empirical evidence while capturing the multifaceted role of Al-enhanced
social media during the protests. By combining social media data with secondary
sources, the research provides a nuanced understanding of how digital platforms
shaped the mobilization of social movements and influenced governance outcomes.
Integrating diverse data sources and applying rigorous ethical standards strengthen the
reliability and relevance of the study, contributing valuable insights into the

intersection of technology and socio-political activism.

5.2. Research Findings

The findings of this research are categorized into two primary sections: themes
emerging from the current situations surrounding the 2022 Sri Lankan protests and
themes projecting future predicted scenarios based on the role of Al-enhanced social
media. The analysis of social media content, particularly tweets associated with
hashtags such as #Aragalaya and #GoHomeGota2022, alongside secondary data,
revealed patterns that not only defined the protests’ immediate dynamics but also

offered insights into the potential long-term implications of Al-driven digital activism.

5.2.1. Themes Emerging from the Current Situations

The findings highlight the role of social media in shaping the immediate outcomes of
the Sri Lankan protests. These themes capture how Al-enhanced platforms influenced

political consciousness, collective action, and governance during the crisis.

5.2.2. Digital Mobilization Across Socio-Economic Divides

The 2022 Sri Lankan protests exemplify the transformative potential of social media
in mobilizing citizens across socio-economic, geographic, and cultural boundaries.
Social media platforms such as Twitter/X, Facebook, and WhatsApp were critical tools
for breaking down barriers to participation, enabling individuals from diverse
demographics—including rural, urban, educated, and marginalized communities—to

actively engage in the movement. This digital mobilization was facilitated by Al-
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enhanced algorithms, which prioritized emotionally resonant and relevant content,
ensuring widespread reach and visibility.

One of the most significant aspects of digital mobilization during the Sri Lankan
protests was the ability of hashtags like #Aragalaya and #GoHomeGota to create
shared spaces for political discourse. These hashtags acted as digital rallying points,
simplifying grievances and promoting solidarity across socio-economic classes.
According to Milan (2015), such symbolism allows individuals from different walks
of life to coalesce around shared goals without needing traditional hierarchical
leadership structures. The movement transcended typical socio-economic divides in
Sri Lanka, drawing participants from rural areas, urban centers, and the diaspora

community, all connected through mobile technology and internet accessibility.

Common Words in the Tweets

" Violations =Help = Protsst = Change

Figure 5.1. Common Words in the Tweets

The pie chart illustrates the most frequently used words in protest-related tweets.
Words like "protest” (24%) and "violations" (24%) emphasize the dominant themes of
activism, accountability, and systemic governance failures. Terms such as "help" and
"change" reflect the collective desire for reform and the shared sentiment among
citizens demanding justice. These keywords underscore how social media became a
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platform for articulating grievances in a way that resonated widely across demographic
divides.

The use of mobile devices was significant in bridging the urban-rural divide. In a
country where mobile phone penetration exceeds 150% (Telecommunications
Regulatory Commission of Sri Lanka, 2022), even citizens in rural areas—who often
lack access to traditional media—could engage with the protest narrative in real-time.
Digital platforms allowed previously marginalized voices to become part of the
conversation, challenging traditional power structures and hierarchies. Social media
democratized information-sharing by bypassing traditional gatekeepers such as
mainstream media, enabling grassroots actors to document events, share grievances,

and organize activities.

Al-enhanced algorithms further played a crucial role in this process by amplifying
high-engagement content and ensuring that emotionally compelling narratives reached
a broad audience. Zeynep Tufekci (2017) argues that digital platforms with algorithmic
filtering favor content that generates emotional responses—whether anger, hope, or
outrage. During the Sri Lankan protests, images and videos of long fuel queues, empty
shelves in supermarkets, and public demonstrations were widely circulated. These
visuals resonated deeply with citizens across socio-economic divides, depicting shared
struggles and hardships transcending individual circumstances. Such content elicited
empathy, anger, and solidarity, fueling greater participation in the movement.

Another critical dimension of digital mobilization was its ability to overcome
geographic limitations. In previous socio-political movements, physical proximity to
urban centers often determined citizens' participation capacity. However, during the
2022 protests, digital platforms enabled those in geographically remote regions to
engage meaningfully. Citizens in rural areas, for example, utilized WhatsApp groups
to organize local protest efforts, coordinate resources, and share updates. These
decentralized efforts ensured that the movement was not limited to Colombo or other
urban centers but became a nationwide initiative, highlighting the inclusivity of digital
mobilization (Bennett & Segerberg, 2012).
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Moreover, social media platforms served as virtual town halls where individuals could
share their stories, grievances, and experiences. Protestors from different socio-
economic classes used platforms like Twitter/X to engage in open dialogue, creating a
sense of shared identity and political consciousness. The sentiment analysis of tweets
during the protests further highlights this inclusivity, with content reflecting anger over
systemic failures and hope for meaningful change. As Castells (2012) notes, digital
platforms foster collective political awareness and empower citizens to demand

systemic reforms.

The movement's ability to incorporate diverse socio-economic voices also stemmed
from the affordability of digital tools. Access to platforms such as Facebook and
Twitter/X is relatively low-cost, requiring only a smartphone and mobile data, which
are widely available in Sri Lanka. This accessibility enabled individuals who may not
have traditionally engaged in political activism—such as rural farmers, day laborers,
and informal workers—to join the conversation and contribute to the broader call for

change.

However, it is essential to note that digital mobilization has challenges. Despite the
inclusivity of social media, disparities in internet access and digital literacy persist,
particularly in underserved regions. While mobile penetration rates are high, the
quality of connectivity and technological literacy varies, which may have limited the
full participation of some marginalized groups. Additionally, the dominance of certain
voices—such as those fluent in English—can sometimes overshadow narratives in

local languages like Sinhala and Tamil, as noted by Holmes (2013).

Nevertheless, social media's ability to unify citizens across socio-economic divides
represents a fundamental shift in how modern protests are organized and sustained. By
breaking traditional barriers of geography, class, and media control, Al-enhanced
platforms have created opportunities for inclusive participation and collective action.
This inclusivity strengthened the legitimacy of the 2022 Sri Lankan protests and
demonstrated how digital mobilization can transform localized discontent into a

cohesive nationwide movement.
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¢ Symbolic Communication and Hashtags

The findings reveal that symbolic communication was central to the success of the
2022 Sri Lankan protests. Hashtags, protest imagery, and viral tweets were powerful
symbols of resistance, effectively distilling complex socio-political grievances into
accessible and relatable forms. Hashtags such as #GoHomeGota2022 and #Aragalaya
became more than just digital tools; they transformed into cultural markers that
encapsulated a nation's collective frustrations. These symbols unified diverse groups
under a shared cause, fostering a sense of collective identity that transcended

geographic, linguistic, and socio-economic divides.

Hashtags, in particular, functioned as both organizational tools and vehicles of
symbolic messaging. By aggregating content under unified banners, hashtags allowed
citizens to access, contribute to, and amplify the protest narratives. The hashtag
#GoHomeGota2022 emerged as a rallying cry for change, symbolizing the public’s
widespread demand for President Gotabaya Rajapaksa’s resignation. It unified people
across ideological divides and effectively communicated a singular, urgent demand to
national and international audiences. This reflects the findings of Milan (2015), who
argues that digital activism relies heavily on creating symbolic narratives that resonate
emotionally with participants and observers alike.

Al-enhanced algorithms played a critical role in amplifying these hashtags, prioritizing
visually engaging and emotionally charged content. Content tagged with #Aragalaya
and #GoHomeGota frequently featured striking visuals—such as massive crowds
occupying Colombo’s Galle Face Green or protestors inside government buildings—
that elicited strong emotional responses. Such imagery became iconic, reinforcing the
symbolic importance of the hashtags and ensuring that the movement’s messages
remained relevant and widely shared. As Castells (2012) notes, symbols are integral
to the success of social movements, as they simplify and communicate collective

grievances to a broad audience, turning local struggles into shared cultural narratives.
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Figure 5.2. Hashtag Analysis - Tweets vs. Retweets

The bar chart shows tweet and retweet activity for key hashtags during the #Aragalaya
saw the highest retweet engagement, highlighting its symbolic importance and viral
nature. Hashtags like #GoHomeGota and #HomeGotabaya also demonstrated strong

visibility, amplifying the movement’s reach and influence.

The bar chart illustrates the significant levels of engagement for these hashtags,
particularly #Aragalaya, which had the highest retweet activity. This demonstrates the
hashtag's viral nature and its effectiveness in fostering widespread participation.
Retweets amplified the reach of protest content, ensuring the messages spread rapidly
to domestic and international audiences. High levels of engagement indicate that these
hashtags resonated deeply with the public, making them practical tools for unifying

diverse voices and sustaining momentum.

The symbolic power of hashtags also lies in their ability to simplify complex
grievances into singular, powerful slogans. While issues such as corruption, economic
mismanagement, and authoritarian governance are multifaceted, hashtags like
#GoHomeGota distilled these grievances into a demand for immediate action. This
simplification enabled broad public participation, as citizens could easily align
themselves with the movement's goals without needing to engage with the intricate

details of the crisis. Hashtags served as digital banners where people could organize,
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express solidarity, and share their experiences, creating a shared language for
resistance (Tufekci, 2017).

Furthermore, symbolic communication through hashtags played a critical role in
attracting media coverage. The virality of hashtags such as #SriLankaProtests and
#GoHomeGota2022 caught the attention of international media outlets, transforming
local struggles into global narratives. This global amplification added pressure on
domestic authorities and fostered international solidarity. Similar to the role of
#BlackLivesMatter in the United States and #ArabSpring across the Middle East, these
hashtags demonstrated the power of symbolic messaging in galvanizing collective

action and driving systemic change (Howard & Hussain, 2013).

While hashtags and symbolic communication were pivotal to the movement's success,
their reliance on Al-enhanced algorithms presents opportunities and challenges. The
prioritization of emotionally engaging content ensured widespread reach but also
risked oversimplifying complex issues. Viral content often favors sensational
narratives, potentially overshadowing more profound policy and governance reform
discussions. Future movements must balance the power of symbolic communication
with the need for substantive discourse to avoid reducing protests to mere trends
(Bennett & Segerberg, 2012).

Symbolic communication, mainly through hashtags, shaped the Sri Lankan protests.
Hashtags like #Aragalaya and #GoHomeGota2022 unified diverse groups, simplified
grievances, and amplified the movement's reach. Their success was enhanced by Al
algorithms that prioritized engaging content, ensuring visibility and resonance across
digital platforms. As social media continues to shape modern activism, symbols will
remain crucial for unifying movements, sustaining momentum, and influencing socio-

political change.

e Governance Critique and Accountability
The findings highlight that social media has emerged as a powerful tool for critiquing

governance, particularly in exposing corruption, economic mismanagement, and the

abuse of power by political elites. During the 2022 Sri Lankan protests, citizens
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leveraged platforms like Twitter/X, Facebook, and Instagram to document and
disseminate evidence of systemic failures, fostering a digital culture of accountability.
By amplifying voices that had been previously marginalized, social media
democratized access to political discourse and empowered citizens to challenge

entrenched systems of authority.

One of the most significant aspects of governance critique during the protests was the
public's exposure of economic mismanagement. Social media platforms were flooded
with content highlighting the tangible impacts of governance failures, such as fuel
shortages, inflation, and the collapse of essential services. Viral images of citizens
standing in long queues for fuel and cooking gas and stories of hospitals running out
of medicine became symbols of a crumbling economy. These posts generated
widespread outrage and strengthened the perception that the government failed to

ensure economic stability and protect citizens’ welfare (Milan, 2015).

Additionally, social media provided citizens with a platform to document corruption
and demand transparency. Tweets and viral posts exposing the misuse of public funds,
nepotism, and luxury lifestyles of political elites sparked heated debates online,
drawing attention to the widening gap between the ruling class and ordinary citizens.
For instance, activists widely shared visuals and data highlighting extravagant
expenditures on government events and luxury imports at a time when citizens
struggled to afford necessities. This contrast fueled anger and reinforced calls for
systemic reform. Castells (2012) notes that the digital space enables grassroots actors
to bypass traditional media filters, providing opportunities to expose corruption and

demand accountability in real-time.

The critique of governance was further amplified by social media’s ability to document
and share evidence of police brutality and state repression. Instances of excessive force
against peaceful protestors, including the use of tear gas, water cannons, and arbitrary
arrests, were captured through mobile phones and live-streamed or posted on platforms
like Twitter/X. These posts served as visual proof of state violence, galvanizing public
sentiment and creating pressure on authorities to justify their actions. The ability of
digital platforms to rapidly disseminate such content ensured that these events could

not be silenced or ignored, further strengthening demands for justice.
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In addition to documenting abuses, social media fostered collective outrage and
facilitated real-time coordination of responses. For example, when reports of police
violence surfaced, hashtags such as #GoHomeGota and #Aragalaya were used to
amplify these incidents, rallying citizens to join protests or express solidarity online.
This aligns with Tufekci’s (2017) argument that social media enables movements to
respond swiftly to repression, turning isolated incidents into catalysts for more
significant mobilization. Public outrage generated by these posts extended beyond Sri
Lanka as international observers, human rights organizations, and global media outlets

began scrutinizing the government’s handling of the protests.

Furthermore, the interactive nature of social media enabled citizens to engage in
dialogue and propose solutions to governance failures. Platforms like Twitter/X
functioned as virtual public spheres where users critiqued policies, debated solutions,
and shared alternative governance models. For example, discussions around economic
recovery plans and suggestions for institutional reforms emerged organically on social
media, reflecting the platform's potential to foster participatory democracy. Such
discussions challenged traditional top-down approaches to policymaking, empowering
citizens to contribute to political discourse and demand tangible action from their
leaders (Habermas, 1989).

However, the role of social media in critiquing governance also reveals certain
limitations. While platforms successfully amplified voices calling for reform, they also
became spaces for disseminating misinformation and polarized narratives. Some
actors sought to delegitimize the protests by spreading false claims about protest
leaders, portraying them as foreign agents or opportunists. These counter-narratives,
fueled by algorithmic amplification, underscore the dual-edged nature of social media
as both a tool for accountability and a potential weapon for disinformation (Noble,
2018). Addressing these risks requires greater digital literacy and efforts to safeguard

the integrity of online spaces for constructive critique.

The 2022 Sri Lankan protests showcased how social media can hold governments
accountable by amplifying evidence of corruption, economic mismanagement, and
state repression. Platforms like Twitter/X empowered citizens to demand

accountability by providing real-time documentation of governance failures, fostering
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transparency and collective action. Despite challenges such as misinformation, social
media's role in critiquing governance reflects its transformative potential to

democratize political participation and drive systemic change.

e Global Amplification of Local Grievances

The global amplification of local grievances during the 2022 Sri Lankan protests
underscores the transformative power of Al-enhanced social media platforms in
creating transnational solidarity. Social media enabled the movement’s narrative to
transcend national boundaries, drawing attention from international media, advocacy
organizations, and the diaspora community. Al-driven algorithms, prioritizing content
with high engagement and emotional resonance, played a crucial role in ensuring Sri

Lanka’s economic and political crisis gained global visibility.

Hashtags such as #SriLankaProtests and #GoHomeGota2022 trended globally,
becoming digital symbols that resonated with audiences beyond Sri Lanka. These
hashtags functioned as tools for aggregating content, simplifying complex grievances,
and presenting the Sri Lankan crisis as a universal struggle against corruption and
misgovernance. As Bennett and Segerberg (2012) argue, digital platforms facilitate
“connective action,” where movements can align local struggles with global

narratives, fostering international advocacy.

The visual nature of social media content further contributed to global amplification.
Platforms like Twitter, Instagram, and Facebook became conduits for powerful
imagery—such as massive crowds protesting at Galle Face Green or citizens
occupying the President’s official residence. Such visuals humanized the crisis and
evoked empathy and solidarity among international audiences. Al algorithms often
prioritize Emotional and symbolic visuals due to their shareability, ensuring their
widespread dissemination (Tufekci, 2017). This algorithmic amplification helped
bridge geographic and cultural divides, allowing international observers to relate to the

Sri Lankan struggle.
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Changes in Sentimental Tweets over Period of Time
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Figure 5.3. Changes in Sentimental Tweets over Period of Time

The line chart shows how sentiment within tweets evolved during the protests.
Negative sentiments peaked in April, July and August, reflecting growing public
frustration with economic mismanagement and governance failures. Positive
sentiments, although lower, persisted, emphasizing the resilience and unity among

protestors.

The line chart reveals how sentiments evolved throughout the protests, reflecting both
the domestic and global emotional responses to the movement. The peak in negative
sentiments during June and July aligns with the height of economic hardship, as fuel
and food shortages exacerbated frustrations. These negative sentiments were often
coupled with viral hashtags like #SriLankaProtests, which resonated with international
audiences experiencing similar concerns about governance and accountability in their
respective countries. These tweets mobilized global solidarity and fostered a sense of
shared responsibility by presenting Sri Lanka’s crisis as part of a broader struggle for

justice.

In addition to drawing support from global civil society, the amplification of Sri
Lanka’s narrative had tangible political and economic effects. International media
outlets extensively covered the protests, placing additional pressure on domestic

authorities to address citizens’ grievances. Organizations such as Amnesty
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International and Human Rights Watch issued statements condemning human rights
abuses, while the Sri Lankan diaspora organized demonstrations in cities like London,
New York, and Sydney. This transnational advocacy highlighted the interconnected
nature of modern activism, where digital platforms enable local struggles to gain
global traction (Howard & Hussain, 2013).

The global amplification of Sri Lanka’s crisis also reflects the role of the diaspora
community in leveraging social media for advocacy. The Sri Lankan diaspora,
scattered across various countries, was pivotal in spreading protest narratives
internationally. By sharing firsthand accounts, protest visuals, and calls for solidarity,
diaspora communities ensured that the Sri Lankan crisis remained a topic of global
discussion. This aligns with Smalley’s (2022) findings on transnational activism,
which emphasize the importance of diaspora-led advocacy in amplifying localized

movements.

However, the global amplification of local grievances also presents particular
challenges. While hashtags and viral content brought attention to Sri Lanka’s crisis,
they sometimes oversimplified the movement’s complex socio-political and economic
dimensions. For instance, international observers may focus solely on visual spectacles
like storming government buildings while overlooking deeper structural issues such as
systemic corruption and historical inequalities. This risk of oversimplification
highlights the need for balanced digital advocacy that combines emotional resonance

with substantive analysis (Milan, 2015).

Another challenge stems from the selective nature of algorithmic amplification. While
Al-driven platforms prioritize content with viral potential, they may inadvertently
overlook narratives from marginalized or underrepresented communities. In Sri Lanka,
for example, grievances expressed in local languages like Sinhala and Tamil may have
received a different global visibility than English-language content, reflecting broader
disparities in digital activism. Addressing these limitations requires greater inclusivity
in global digital discourse, ensuring that diverse voices are amplified alongside

dominant narratives (Noble, 2018).
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The global amplification of local grievances during the 2022 Sri Lankan protests
highlights the power of Al-enhanced social media to transform local struggles into
international movements. Hashtags, viral visuals, and emotional narratives resonated
with global audiences, fostering solidarity and advocacy while placing additional
pressure on domestic authorities. At the same time, the challenges of
oversimplification and algorithmic bias underscore the complexities of global digital
activism. Balancing emotional engagement and substantive discourse will ensure that
localized movements benefit from global visibility without losing their contextual

specificity.

e Participatory Democracy and Political Consciousness

This study's findings underscore social media's transformative role in fostering
participatory democracy and shaping political consciousness during the 2022 Sri
Lankan protests. Platforms like Twitter/X, Facebook, and WhatsApp served as virtual
public spaces where citizens could bypass traditional media, engage in open dialogue,
share ideas, and actively contribute to decision-making processes. This shift highlights
a democratization of political discourse, where ordinary individuals—regardless of
socio-economic status or geographic location—were empowered to voice their

concerns and collectively demand systemic reforms

Unlike traditional media, which often limits participation to political elites or
institutional actors, social media provides an inclusive platform for grassroots
engagement. Citizens could discuss economic policies, propose governance solutions,
and mobilize collective action without relying on traditional gatekeepers such as
television broadcasters or print media. For example, hashtags like #Aragalaya and
#GoHomeGota unified voices. They served as a digital town square where participants
debated strategies, criticized government failures, and articulated alternative visions
for Sri Lanka’s future. This aligns with Habermas' (1989) concept of the public sphere,
where open communication fosters political engagement and collective decision-

making.

The ability of social media to cultivate political consciousness was particularly evident

during the Sri Lankan protests. Al-enhanced platforms amplified narratives that
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resonated with citizens' lived experiences, such as economic hardship, governance
failures, and systemic corruption. By consuming and contributing to content on these
platforms, individuals became more aware of their rights, the structural causes of the
crisis, and the role of collective action in bringing about change. This process of
political education reflects Freire’s (1970) notion of critical consciousness, wherein
individuals develop an awareness of social and political contradictions and take action

to challenge oppression.

Al-enhanced social media also facilitated real-time deliberation and feedback,
allowing citizens to engage directly with political actors and institutions. Protestors
used platforms like Twitter/X to tag government officials, demand accountability, and
propose solutions to issues such as economic stabilization and fuel distribution. These
interactions reflect the growing trend of “networked governance,” where social media
enables citizens to directly influence political processes through open and transparent
communication (Chadwick, 2013). The digital space thus became an avenue for
bottom-up participation, empowering individuals to shape the public agenda and

influence policy discussions.

The decentralized nature of social media further contributed to the emergence of
participatory democracy. Traditional political activism often relies on hierarchical
leadership and institutional structures to organize movements. In contrast, social media
allows for leaderless and decentralized participation, where citizens can collectively
organize, share information, and mobilize without a single authority figure. This
dynamic was evident during the Sri Lankan protests, where local communities
organized through WhatsApp and Facebook groups while broader strategies were
debated on platforms like Twitter/X. As Bennett and Segerberg (2012) argue, this
“connective action” model allows for flexible, inclusive participation, enabling diverse

actors to collaborate toward shared goals.

Moreover, the role of youth and marginalized voices in participatory democracy was
amplified through social media. Young activists, many excluded from traditional
political processes, used platforms like Twitter to challenge the status quo, propose
innovative solutions, and demand systemic reforms. Social media also amplified the

voices of marginalized groups, including rural citizens, workers, and women, who
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previously lacked platforms to express their grievances. By creating a participatory
space for these voices, social media fostered a more inclusive and representative form

of political engagement (Tufekci, 2017).

However, while social media holds immense potential for participatory democracy, it
also presents challenges. The dominance of viral, emotionally charged content can
sometimes overshadow substantive policy discussions, limiting the depth of political
engagement. Additionally, misinformation and polarizing narratives—often amplified
by Al algorithms—pose risks to informed participation, as citizens may engage with
misleading or divisive content (Noble, 2018). Addressing these challenges requires
enhanced digital literacy among citizens to ensure they critically evaluate information

and engage constructively in digital political spaces.

Despite these challenges, social media's democratizing potential remains significant.
By enabling citizens to bypass institutional gatekeepers, participate in political
discussions, and organize collective action, platforms like Twitter/X have reshaped the
landscape of political activism. This participatory model reflects a shift toward a more
inclusive and deliberative form of democracy, where individuals actively shape public

discourse and hold authorities accountable.

The findings demonstrate that social media catalyzes participatory democracy and the
cultivation of political consciousness. Al-enhanced platforms empower citizens to
engage in meaningful dialogue, challenge systemic failures, and advocate for
transformative change. By fostering inclusive participation and critical awareness,
social media has the potential to strengthen democratic processes and ensure that

diverse voices contribute to shaping governance and policy.
5.2.3. Predicted Future Scenarios
The analysis of the current themes offers a foundation for predicting future scenarios

in which Al-enhanced social media may continue to influence socio-political

dynamics.
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e Enhanced Digital Tools for Targeting and Optimization

The evolution of Al technologies has significantly enhanced the tools available for
digital activism, enabling social movements to engage with targeted audiences more
effectively and amplify their impact. As algorithms become increasingly sophisticated,
activists can leverage these tools to craft and optimize content that resonates with
specific demographics, ensuring message dissemination and engagement precision.
This targeted approach marks a fundamental shift in how movements mobilize support,

maximize outreach, and sustain momentum in an oversaturated digital landscape.

Al-driven targeting tools are particularly effective in identifying and engaging specific
groups of supporters based on demographic factors, interests, and behavioral data.
Platforms like Twitter/X, Facebook, and Instagram utilize advanced analytics to
segment audiences, allowing activists to tailor messages that align with each group's
values, emotions, and preferences. For example, content targeting urban youth may
emphasize employment and educational challenges, while messages for rural
communities could focus on agricultural distress or economic inequalities. By using
data-driven insights, movements can ensure that their messaging reaches the right

audience at the right time, enhancing their campaigns' efficiency (Tufekci, 2017).

The optimization of content for emotional resonance and virality represents another
critical dimension of Al-enhanced activism. Social media algorithms prioritize
emotionally charged content—particularly posts that evoke anger, hope, or
solidarity—Dbecause such content drives higher engagement, including likes, shares,
and comments (Bakshy, Rosenn, Marlow, & Adamic, 2012). Movements can
strategically harness these insights to create compelling narratives, visuals, and
slogans that are more likely to spread across networks. For instance, emotionally
impactful videos of protests, personal testimonies, or symbolic imagery can be tailored
to evoke strong reactions and encourage participation. Milan (2015) argues that
emotional narratives play a central role in digital activism by connecting abstract issues

to lived experiences, fostering empathy and collective action.

Al tools such as predictive analytics and sentiment analysis further enhance targeting

and optimization by providing real-time feedback on audience reactions. Predictive
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analytics can anticipate the best content based on historical trends, helping activists
allocate resources more effectively. On the other hand, Sentiment analysis tools
analyze the emotional tone of online conversations, enabling movements to adjust their
messaging in response to public sentiment. For example, during heightened frustration
or anger periods, movements can emphasize calls for accountability, while moments

of optimism may highlight progress and unity (Musfira, Ibrahim, & Haun, 2022).

Another emerging tool for digital optimization is A/B testing, where activists test
multiple variations of content to determine which version generates the highest levels
of engagement. Al technologies can automate and streamline this process, analyzing
click-through rates, engagement rates, and shareability metrics to identify the most
compelling content. This method allows movements to fine-tune their campaigns
based on data-driven insights, ensuring maximum visibility and impact. As Chadwick
(2013) notes, this type of precision targeting reflects the growing hybridization of

media systems, where digital tools enhance traditional activism strategies.

The use of Al-enhanced tools for micro-targeting has also emerged as a critical feature
of modern activism. Borrowing strategies from digital marketing and political
campaigns, movements can design highly personalized messages aimed at specific
individuals or small groups. For instance, platforms like Facebook enable activists to
target users based on detailed criteria such as location, age, interests, and past online
behavior. This hyper-targeted approach allows movements to mobilize supporters in
specific geographic regions, rally communities around localized issues, or attract

influential allies to amplify their message further (Bennett & Segerberg, 2012).

While enhanced digital tools offer significant advantages for targeting and
optimization, they also raise ethical concerns. Al-driven personalization can
inadvertently reinforce filter bubbles and echo chambers, where individuals are only
exposed to content that aligns with their existing beliefs. This can limit the diversity
of perspectives within movements and hinder constructive dialogue across ideological
divides (Pariser, 2011). Furthermore, the reliance on emotional and viral content raises
questions about whether movements may prioritize engagement metrics over accuracy
or depth, potentially oversimplifying complex issues to achieve visibility (Noble,
2018).
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Additionally, there is a risk of data privacy violations when Al tools are used for micro-
targeting. Activists and organizations must navigate these ethical challenges carefully
to ensure that their use of digital tools remains transparent, responsible, and aligned
with democratic values. As Tufekci (2017) argues, the effectiveness of Al-enhanced
activism depends on technological precision and the trust and credibility movements
establish with their supporters.

The advancement of Al technologies offers immense potential for enhancing digital
activism through precise targeting and content optimization. By leveraging tools such
as predictive analytics, sentiment analysis, and A/B testing, movements can craft
emotionally resonant narratives that reach specific demographics and maximize
engagement. However, the ethical challenges associated with Al-driven targeting—
such as filter bubbles, oversimplification, and data privacy concerns—must be
addressed to ensure these tools are used responsibly. As digital activism continues to
evolve, balancing technological innovation with ethical considerations will be crucial

to sustaining the legitimacy and impact of future movements.

e Ethical and Manipulative Challenges

The growing reliance on Al-enhanced tools in digital activism introduces significant
ethical dilemmas and risks of manipulation that can undermine the integrity and
legitimacy of movements. While algorithms are capable of amplifying grassroots
narratives, they are equally susceptible to misuse, particularly when they are exploited
to spread misinformation, create polarization, or manipulate public opinion. These
challenges necessitate a critical examination of how Al tools are used and the broader

societal implications of their application in activism.

One of the most pressing challenges is the spread of misinformation. Al-driven
platforms often prioritize content based on engagement metrics rather than accuracy,
making emotionally charged or sensationalized information more likely to go viral.
This creates an environment where false or misleading narratives can easily
overshadow verified, fact-based content. During socio-political movements, this risk
is amplified as both supporters and adversaries of a cause can exploit algorithms to

propagate disinformation. For example, coordinated campaigns—sometimes referred
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to as "information warfare"—can introduce false narratives aimed at delegitimizing
protests, discrediting activists, or inciting division among participants (Wardle &
Derakhshan, 2017).

The use of bots and deepfakes represents an additional layer of manipulation that can
distort public perception. Al-generated bots can flood social media platforms with
repetitive or polarizing messages, artificially amplifying certain viewpoints to make
them appear more popular than they are. Deepfakes—highly realistic Al-generated
videos or images—can be weaponized to spread false information or frame activists in
compromising situations. These tools, if used maliciously, pose significant risks to the
credibility of movements and can erode public trust in digital activism (Chesney &
Citron, 2019).

Another major ethical concern is the polarization of discourse facilitated by
algorithmic bias. Social media algorithms are designed to maximize engagement by
showing users content that aligns with their preexisting beliefs or emotional triggers.
While this increases visibility for activist narratives, it can also create filter bubbles or
echo chambers in which users are exposed only to like-minded perspectives (Pariser,
2011). This selective exposure intensifies ideological divides, reducing the potential
for constructive dialogue and mutual understanding. In some cases, polarization can
escalate tensions, turning peaceful movements into sites of conflict or violence
(Tufekci, 2017).

Furthermore, Al-enhanced tools can be manipulated by state actors or adversaries to
monitor, suppress, or infiltrate movements. Authoritarian governments increasingly
deploy Al-driven surveillance systems to track activists, identify organizers, and
suppress dissent. Social media platforms, in turn, may comply with censorship
demands, removing content deemed subversive or politically sensitive. For example,
in certain contexts, governments have exploited automated content moderation
systems to flag activist content as harmful or inappropriate, leading to the removal or
de-prioritization of critical messages (Poell & Dijck, 2015). This manipulation creates
a chilling effect on digital activism, forcing movements to adapt to an increasingly

surveilled and censored digital environment.
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Additionally, there are ethical concerns surrounding the weaponization of Al tools for
counter-narratives. Opponents of grassroots movements may use algorithmic tools to
launch targeted disinformation campaigns designed to fragment movements or shift
public sentiment. For instance, coordinated online attacks can spread rumors about
movement leaders, frame protestors as violent, or distort the goals of the movement.
These counter-narratives are often amplified through targeted ads or Al-driven tools
that exploit audience segmentation, ensuring that misleading content reaches specific

demographics vulnerable to manipulation (Howard et al., 2017).

The ethical challenges posed by Al-enhanced platforms also extend to issues of
privacy and data exploitation. Platforms collect vast amounts of user data, including
location, behavioral patterns, and political preferences, which can be used to target
individuals with precision. While activists may leverage this data to optimize outreach,
its misuse by malicious actors or authoritarian regimes can pose significant risks to
individual safety. For example, surveillance tools powered by Al can identify, track,
and intimidate activists, compromising their ability to participate safely in political
movements (Zuboff, 2019).

To address these ethical and manipulative challenges, several steps must be taken.
Algorithmic transparency is critical to ensuring that Al tools are not used to distort or
manipulate public discourse. Social media companies must disclose how their
algorithms prioritize content and implement safeguards to mitigate the spread of
misinformation and polarization. Activists, meanwhile, need to adopt strategies to
counter disinformation, such as fact-checking initiatives, media literacy campaigns,

and the use of encryption tools to protect privacy.

In addition, policymakers and technology companies must collaborate to develop
ethical frameworks that prioritize user rights, privacy, and democratic values.
Guidelines for responsible Al use should include measures to prevent the
weaponization of tools like deepfakes and bots, while content moderation systems
must distinguish between harmful content and legitimate political expression. Without
such frameworks, the ethical risks posed by Al-enhanced activism could undermine

its potential to drive meaningful social and political change (Noble, 2018).
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While Al-enhanced platforms offer transformative tools for digital activism, they also
pose significant ethical and manipulative challenges. The spread of misinformation,
the polarization of discourse, state surveillance, and the misuse of Al tools represent
critical risks that must be addressed. Ensuring transparency, accountability, and ethical
governance will be key to safeguarding the legitimacy of digital movements and

preserving their role as tools for democratic empowerment.

e Government Adaptation and Regulation

As digital activism continues to shape socio-political landscapes, governments and
institutions are increasingly adapting to the growing influence of online movements.
While such adaptations have the potential to foster improved dialogue, responsiveness,
and engagement between authorities and citizens, they also present significant risks of
surveillance, censorship, and suppression of dissent, particularly in authoritarian or
semi-authoritarian regimes. The dual-edged nature of government adaptation reflects
a broader tension between leveraging digital platforms for participatory governance

and controlling them to maintain political power.

One of the most notable government strategies is the development of surveillance
infrastructure to monitor online activities. Advanced Al tools enable governments to
collect and analyze vast quantities of data on individuals, including their social media
activity, geolocation, and communication patterns. This data is often used to identify
activists, map social networks, and anticipate protest activities. For instance,
automated tools powered by machine learning can detect trending hashtags, keywords,
and viral content to monitor dissent and predict when and where protests are likely to
occur (Zuboff, 2019). While governments may justify surveillance as a means to
ensure public safety and prevent chaos, in practice, it often serves as a mechanism to
suppress dissent and silence opposition voices.

The use of algorithmic content moderation by governments is another adaptation that
raises concerns. Some regimes exploit platform policies or partner with social media
companies to remove or de-prioritize content critical of their governance. For example,
in countries where governments exert influence over tech platforms, protest-related

posts have been flagged as “violating community standards” or classified as harmful,
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leading to their removal (Poell & Dijck, 2015). This algorithmic censorship allows
authorities to control digital narratives while framing their actions as protective rather
than oppressive. Such measures threaten the role of social media as a space for free
expression and public debate, undermining its potential to empower grassroots

movements.

In authoritarian contexts, governments often implement internet blackouts or disrupt
access to specific platforms during periods of heightened unrest. Internet shutdowns
have been used as a tool to limit the spread of protest information and disrupt
organizational efforts. For example, during the 2021 protests in Myanmar, the
government imposed widespread internet outages to curtail communication among
activists and restrict global awareness of state repression (Freedom House, 2021).
Similarly, temporary suspensions of platforms like Twitter and Facebook have been
reported in countries facing large-scale protests, highlighting the growing use of digital

infrastructure as a tool of political control (Howard et al., 2017).

Beyond censorship, governments are also investing in counter-narrative campaigns to
discredit digital activism. State actors frequently use bots, trolls, and disinformation
campaigns to flood platforms with pro-government messaging or spread
misinformation to confuse, divide, or delegitimize protest movements. For example,
during the Arab Spring uprisings, several regimes employed organized “troll armies”
to attack activists online, spread propaganda, and portray protesters as foreign agents
or threats to stability (Howard & Hussain, 2013). These counter-narratives, amplified
through Al algorithms that favor viral and polarizing content, create confusion and

undermine public trust in activism.

On the other hand, some governments have used digital platforms to promote dialogue
and engagement with citizens, particularly in democratic or semi-democratic contexts.
By monitoring public sentiment and engaging with grievances expressed online,
governments can respond to emerging issues before they escalate into full-scale crises.
For instance, digital platforms can provide real-time insights into public
dissatisfaction, allowing policymakers to adjust policies or address concerns

proactively. This approach aligns with the concept of e-governance, where digital
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technologies facilitate more transparent, accountable, and participatory governance
processes (Chadwick, 2013).

In some cases, governments have established regulatory frameworks to govern the use
of digital platforms for activism. These regulations may aim to address legitimate
Issues such as hate speech, misinformation, and cyber threats. For example, the
European Union's Digital Services Act seeks to hold social media companies
accountable for harmful content while safeguarding fundamental rights, including
freedom of expression (European Commission, 2022). However, such frameworks can
be misused by authoritarian governments to stifle dissent under the pretext of
maintaining digital security. This blurring of regulatory intent highlights the need for

transparency and oversight in developing digital governance policies.

The adaptation of governments to digital activism also involves efforts to co-opt digital
tools for their own purposes. Political leaders increasingly rely on social media for
campaign messaging, propaganda dissemination, and public relations. In some
instances, governments have attempted to mimic the strategies of grassroots activists,
using hashtags, live streams, and viral content to shape public opinion and maintain
political legitimacy (Tufekci, 2017). While such adaptations can enhance government-
citizen communication, they also create opportunities for manipulation, particularly

when governments exploit Al tools to suppress opposing narratives.

Governments are actively adapting to the rise of digital activism by deploying both
constructive and coercive strategies. While some governments leverage digital
platforms to enhance engagement, transparency, and policymaking, others use
advanced surveillance systems, algorithmic censorship, and counter-narratives to
suppress dissent and manipulate public opinion. These adaptations highlight the
complex and often contradictory relationship between digital activism and state power.
Moving forward, balancing the need for digital regulation with the protection of
democratic freedoms will be essential to ensure that digital platforms remain spaces

for genuine political participation and social change.
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e Transnational Solidarity and Global Reach

The growing interconnectedness of digital platforms has redefined the landscape of
social and political movements, fostering transnational solidarity and enabling local
movements to achieve global reach. Al-enhanced social media tools play a pivotal role
in amplifying grassroots narratives, connecting activists across borders, and
mobilizing international support. This globalized dimension of digital activism has the
potential to influence international policymaking, raise awareness about local
struggles, and create networks of solidarity that transcend national boundaries.
However, this global amplification also comes with risks, including the dilution of

localized narratives and the oversimplification of complex socio-political issues.

Al-enhanced platforms like Twitter/X, Facebook, and Instagram allow movements to
leverage hashtags, viral visuals, and real-time updates to reach global audiences. By
enabling content to be shared rapidly and widely, these platforms ensure that the
struggles of localized movements are not confined to geographic or cultural
boundaries. For example, hashtags such as #BlackLivesMatter, #MeToo, and
#FridaysForFuture have transcended national origins to become symbols of global
struggles for justice, equality, and environmental sustainability (Bennett & Segerberg,
2012). Similarly, during the Sri Lankan protests, hashtags like #SriLankaProtests and
#GoHomeGota2022 gained international traction, prompting media coverage and
support from advocacy organizations worldwide. This reflects Castells’ (2012)
observation that networked movements are capable of turning local grievances into
global campaigns through digital media.

The facilitation of transnational advocacy networks is one of the most significant
contributions of Al-enhanced social media to modern activism. Keck and Sikkink
(1998) define transnational advocacy networks as coalitions of activists, NGOs, and
international organizations that work together to address global injustices. Al tools
enhance these networks by providing activists with data-driven insights into global
audiences, enabling targeted messaging that resonates across cultural and linguistic
boundaries. For example, movements can optimize their content to engage
international allies—such as NGOs, journalists, or policymakers—by highlighting

universal themes like human rights, economic justice, or climate action.
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The global reach of digital movements often generates international pressure on
governments and institutions, influencing policy responses and governance outcomes.
International media attention and support from global advocacy groups can amplify
the legitimacy of local movements, placing domestic authorities under increased
scrutiny. For instance, during the Arab Spring uprisings, transnational solidarity
played a critical role in raising awareness about state violence and mobilizing
international support for pro-democracy movements (Howard & Hussain, 2013).
Similarly, the international coverage of the Sri Lankan protests put pressure on
domestic authorities to address economic mismanagement and corruption,

demonstrating the power of transnational advocacy to influence local governance.

Diaspora communities also play a key role in fostering transnational solidarity. Digital
platforms enable diaspora populations to maintain strong ties with their home countries
while advocating for their causes on a global stage. During the Sri Lankan protests,
the Sri Lankan diaspora in cities like London, Toronto, and Melbourne used platforms
such as Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram to amplify the movement’s message.
Diaspora-led demonstrations, coupled with strategic use of Al-enhanced tools, brought
global visibility to local grievances and pressured international institutions to take
notice. This aligns with Smalley’s (2022) findings that diasporas often act as
“transnational intermediaries,” using digital tools to bridge the gap between local

movements and global audiences.

However, the globalization of activism through Al-enhanced platforms comes with its
challenges. One significant risk is the dilution of localized narratives in favor of more
universal and oversimplified messages. While transnational solidarity can bring
international visibility, it often requires movements to frame their struggles in ways
that align with global audiences’ values and priorities. For example, a movement’s
nuanced cultural, historical, or political context may be simplified into broader
themes—such as “anti-corruption” or “economic justice”—t0 resonate with global
stakeholders (Milan, 2015). While this simplification aids in gaining international
traction, it risks overshadowing the specificities of local struggles and alienating

grassroots actors who feel that their voices are not accurately represented.
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The reliance on emotional and viral content further exacerbates this challenge. Al-
driven algorithms prioritize posts that generate strong emotional responses, such as
anger or empathy, leading movements to focus on visually dramatic or emotionally
compelling narratives. While these narratives are effective in mobilizing global
support, they can sometimes obscure the underlying structural issues driving the
movement. For instance, global audiences may engage with protest imagery or viral
hashtags while overlooking deeper discussions about policy failures, systemic
corruption, or historical inequalities (Tufekci, 2017). This dynamic highlights the
tension between global visibility and maintaining the integrity of localized narratives.

Another challenge is the selective nature of global solidarity, which often favors
movements that align with dominant geopolitical interests or media priorities.
Movements in countries with limited media attention or digital infrastructure may
struggle to achieve the same level of global visibility, regardless of the urgency or
scale of their grievances. This reflects the uneven power dynamics of the global digital
sphere, where movements in the Global South are often marginalized in favor of those

in wealthier or politically significant regions (Noble, 2018).

To address these challenges, activists must adopt strategies that balance global
amplification with localized authenticity. This includes ensuring that international
messaging remains rooted in the specific needs and voices of local communities.
Movements can use Al tools to optimize multilingual content, enabling them to reach
both local and global audiences without compromising narrative accuracy.
Additionally, collaborations between local activists and transnational advocacy
networks can help maintain the integrity of localized struggles while mobilizing

international resources and support (Keck & Sikkink, 1998).

Al-enhanced social media has transformed the way local movements achieve
transnational solidarity and global reach. By connecting activists across borders,
fostering diaspora advocacy, and amplifying grassroots narratives, digital platforms
enable movements to influence international policy and public opinion. However, the
challenges of narrative dilution, emotional oversimplification, and selective global
attention underscore the need for balanced and inclusive strategies. Moving forward,

activists must leverage Al tools responsibly to ensure that local voices remain central
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to transnational campaigns, preserving the authenticity and complexity of their
struggles while harnessing the power of global solidarity.

¢ Need for Ethical and Regulatory Frameworks

The growing role of Al-enhanced social media in facilitating socio-political
movements underscores the urgent need for robust ethical and regulatory frameworks
to govern their design, deployment, and oversight. While these technologies offer
immense potential for empowering grassroots movements, they also present
challenges such as algorithmic bias, privacy violations, and misuse for propaganda or
disinformation. To preserve the integrity of digital activism, transparent, accountable,
and fair frameworks must be developed that balance technological innovation with the

protection of democratic rights.

Algorithmic transparency is a fundamental component of ethical governance. Al
algorithms that determine content visibility, prioritization, and dissemination are often
designed to maximize user engagement, which can unintentionally amplify
sensationalized, misleading, or harmful information. For activists, this means that
while messages of resistance can gain significant traction, they may also be
overshadowed or suppressed due to the opaque workings of platform algorithms
(Noble, 2018). Ensuring transparency in how algorithms operate—including the
criteria for content moderation and amplification—would empower users to better
understand and navigate digital spaces while holding platforms accountable for their
decisions. Researchers and regulators have called for the implementation of
algorithmic audits, where independent bodies evaluate Al systems to identify potential

biases and ensure they align with ethical standards (Binns, 2018).

In addition to transparency, there is a critical need for fair and unbiased algorithmic
design. Algorithmic bias, which can result from flawed training data or embedded
human prejudices, often disproportionately affects marginalized voices. For instance,
activists from underrepresented communities may find their content de-prioritized or
flagged as inappropriate due to biases in automated content moderation systems
(Benjamin, 2019). To address this, regulatory frameworks must mandate that Al tools

undergo rigorous testing for fairness and inclusivity, ensuring that algorithms promote
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diverse and representative participation in digital spaces. Incorporating principles of
algorithmic justice—such as those proposed by Benjamin (2019)—would help

mitigate these biases and create equitable digital environments for activism.

The issue of data privacy is another key area requiring regulatory intervention. Al-
driven social media platforms rely on vast amounts of user data to target content,
personalize feeds, and optimize engagement. While these capabilities enhance digital
activism by enabling movements to reach specific audiences, they also expose activists
to risks such as surveillance, tracking, and data misuse. Governments, particularly
authoritarian regimes, have exploited data collected from social media platforms to
identify and suppress dissenting voices (Zuboff, 2019). Ethical frameworks must
therefore prioritize user privacy by establishing clear guidelines on data collection,
storage, and sharing. Measures such as data anonymization and end-to-end encryption
can help safeguard activists' identities and protect them from persecution.

To address the misuse of Al technologies for propaganda and disinformation,
regulatory frameworks must introduce stronger mechanisms for combating the spread
of false information while safeguarding free expression. Al tools are increasingly
being weaponized to produce and amplify disinformation campaigns, deepfakes, and
coordinated attacks designed to undermine movements or polarize public opinion
(Wardle & Derakhshan, 2017). Ethical governance requires platforms to develop tools
for detecting and mitigating disinformation while ensuring transparency in their
moderation processes. For example, Al systems could be employed to flag
manipulated content or identify bot-driven amplification, provided such tools are

subject to independent oversight to prevent misuse (Chesney & Citron, 2019).

The role of platform accountability cannot be overstated in creating effective
regulatory frameworks. Social media companies must be held responsible for ensuring
that their technologies align with democratic values and ethical standards. Regulatory
bodies should mandate that platforms implement policies to protect activists, prevent
content suppression, and reduce the harms caused by Al-driven biases or algorithmic
manipulation. For instance, initiatives like the European Union’s Digital Services Act

provide a promising model for holding platforms accountable for harmful content
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while protecting fundamental rights, such as freedom of expression and digital privacy
(European Commission, 2022).

Beyond platform regulation, governments and international bodies must collaborate to
create global ethical standards for Al in digital activism. Activism often transcends
national boundaries, making it essential to develop regulatory frameworks that are
consistent across jurisdictions. International guidelines, such as those proposed by
UNESCO for ethical Al governance, can serve as a foundation for ensuring
transparency, fairness, and accountability in the use of Al tools (UNESCO, 2021).
These standards would help address the uneven power dynamics between technology
companies, governments, and activists, ensuring that digital platforms remain

inclusive and democratic spaces.

The role of digital literacy also plays a significant part in ethical governance.
Empowering citizens with the skills to critically evaluate content, identify
misinformation, and understand how algorithms shape their digital experiences is
crucial to reducing the risks posed by Al technologies. Programs that promote digital
literacy can help users navigate complex digital ecosystems, fostering a more informed
and resilient citizenry that can engage with digital activism constructively
(Livingstone, 2018).

The increasing role of Al-enhanced social media in shaping socio-political movements
necessitates the development of ethical and regulatory frameworks that prioritize
transparency, fairness, privacy, and accountability. These frameworks must address
issues such as algorithmic bias, data misuse, and disinformation while protecting
democratic principles and empowering grassroots activism. By fostering collaboration
among technology companies, policymakers, and civil society, it is possible to create
a digital environment where Al tools support meaningful activism and safeguard the

integrity of socio-political movements.
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CHAPTER VI

DISCUSSION

The findings of this study illustrate the transformative power of Al-enhanced social
media platforms, particularly in shaping political mobilization, amplifying grievances,
and driving systemic reforms during the 2022 Sri Lankan protests. Platforms such as
Twitter/X emerged as critical tools for organizing collective action, fostering
solidarity, and documenting governance failures. By analyzing social media content
and sentiment, the study highlights how Al-driven technologies enabled youth-driven
initiatives, symbolic communication, global advocacy, and the documentation of
systemic injustices. While the study showcases the democratizing potential of digital
platforms, it also underscores the inherent challenges, such as misinformation,
algorithmic biases, and ethical concerns, that must be addressed to maximize their

positive impact.

The thematic analysis conducted for this study, following Braun and Clarke’s (2019)
framework, identified several interconnected themes that explain the transformative
role of Al-enhanced social media during the 2022 Sri Lankan protests. These themes
capture the multi-dimensional nature of digital activism, including its role in
mobilizing collective action, amplifying symbolic communication, fostering global
solidarity, and holding governance accountable. The table below provides a structured
overview of these key themes and their corresponding insights, offering a concise

synthesis of the findings discussed in this chapter.
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Table 6.1. Thematic Table by Braun and Clark (2019)

First order codes

Second degree concepts

Overreaching themes

e Freedom at last Youth Theme One: the relevant
e In action to regain paradise accounts and support from the
Sri Lanka destroyed by selfish youth
corrupt
e As youth of this country Destroyed
e Need volunteers tomorrow
20th May
Volunteers
Action
e Helicopter flying low above | Military Theme Two: Law enforcement
e Police officers to behave like actions
licenced thugs i
Police
Brutality
e Calls out shameless Journalism Theme three: the involvement
journalism of News agencies
e Not after all the chaos
e 130 people injured & Iun
hospitalized njuries
e Gotabaya Rajapaksa flees
the country on military jet
Fleeing
Military
e Now please be calm and Calm Theme Four: The
cooperate to fund a way consciousness
forward to build the country Sub-theme one: awareness
e How one single family through symbolism
bankrupted an island Stability Sub-theme two: consciousness
e A total violation of the about regaining stability
fundamental rights
Single family
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Table. 6.1. (cont.)

Rights
e Gotabaya Rajapaksa will | Another country Theme five: local to global
stay in a resort in Maldives
e Protests continued in Sri Lanka

Colombo, Sri Lanka

Local and global

A central revelation of this study is the role of social media in mobilizing youth-driven
initiatives that became the backbone of the protests. Platforms like Twitter/X and
Facebook allowed young activists to coordinate activities, disseminate real-time
updates, and create a collective identity. Hashtags such as #Aragalaya and
#GoHomeGota2022 were pivotal in unifying diverse groups under a shared narrative,
symbolizing the call for accountability and reform. The Al-driven algorithms of these
platforms amplified emotionally resonant content, such as personal stories, protest
visuals, and symbolic slogans, ensuring that youth-generated narratives gained traction
both locally and globally.

The study findings highlight that targeted content optimization allowed messages to
reach specific demographics effectively, fostering broader participation. For example,
urban and rural communities alike could engage in the movement through mobile
connectivity, breaking traditional barriers to participation. Figure 5.2.1, which
illustrates the most common words in protest-related tweets, such as “protest” (24%)
and “violations” (24%), underscores the movement’s focus on governance failures and
collective action. These keywords reflect the growing political consciousness among

youth and their use of social media to articulate shared grievances.

The findings also reveal the significance of symbolic communication in sustaining the
momentum of the protests. Hashtags, viral imagery, and symbolic slogans played a
critical role in simplifying complex socio-political issues into relatable messages.

Hashtags like #GoHomeGota2022 encapsulated public dissatisfaction with the
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government’s economic mismanagement, while imagery of protestors occupying key

government buildings symbolized the reclaiming of public spaces and sovereignty.

Figure 5.2.2, which shows hashtag engagement during the protests, demonstrates the
viral nature of these symbols. For instance, #Aragalaya garnered the highest levels of
retweets, highlighting its symbolic importance and effectiveness in amplifying the
movement’s message. This strategic use of symbols aligns with Milan’s (2015)
assertion that digital activism relies on the emotional and cultural resonance of
narratives to mobilize collective action. Symbols such as hashtags and viral visuals
transformed localized grievances into shared cultural markers, fostering a sense of

unity and purpose among protestors.

The study further highlights the role of Al-enhanced platforms in enabling the global
amplification of local grievances, fostering transnational solidarity. Social media
allowed the Sri Lankan protests to transcend national boundaries, drawing the attention
of international media, advocacy organizations, and diaspora communities. Hashtags
like #SriLankaProtests trended globally, enabling international observers to engage
with the movement and apply pressure on domestic authorities.

The global reach of the movement is reflected in Figure 5.2.3, which shows the
evolution of sentiment in protest-related tweets over time. The data reveals a peak in
negative sentiments during June and July, aligning with the height of economic
hardship and public frustration. The international visibility of these sentiments,
combined with viral protest visuals, galvanized solidarity among global audiences.
Diaspora communities played a crucial role in bridging the local and global dimensions
of the movement by organizing demonstrations in cities such as London and New

York, leveraging social media to amplify the cause.

However, the findings also emphasize the risks associated with global amplification,
particularly the dilution of localized narratives. While transnational solidarity brings
visibility, the oversimplification of complex issues to align with global themes can
sometimes obscure the specific socio-political contexts of local struggles (Smalley,
2022).
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Social media platforms served as critical spaces for documenting and exposing
governance failures, particularly economic mismanagement, corruption, and police
brutality. Protestors used Al-enhanced tools to share real-time evidence, including
photos, videos, and data, highlighting systemic issues that traditional media often
ignored. By amplifying this content, social media pressured domestic authorities and

attracted scrutiny from international organizations.

The study findings show that visual documentation of events—such as protestors
standing in fuel queues or videos exposing excessive force by law enforcement—
elicited widespread public outrage. These posts functioned as digital archives of
human rights violations, reinforcing the role of social media as a tool for accountability
and transparency. Such findings align with Howard and Hussain’s (2013) observation
that digital platforms challenge institutional impunity by exposing abuses to a global

audience.

The analysis of social media sentiment illustrates the emotional complexity underlying
public reactions to the protests. The findings reveal a spectrum of emotions, ranging
from frustration and anger to resilience and hope. Negative sentiments peaked during
periods of economic crisis, reflecting widespread dissatisfaction with the
government’s handling of the situation. Simultaneously, positive sentiments—though

lower—emphasized solidarity, resilience, and determination among protestors.

The emotional tone of digital content highlights the dual role of social media as both
a tool for empowerment and a space for processing collective anxieties during times
of political uncertainty. As Musfira, Ibrahim, and Haun (2022) suggest, digital
activism often provides emotional outlets for individuals to express anger, hope, or
despair, fostering a sense of community and shared experience.

Despite its transformative potential, the study highlights the dual-edged nature of
social media platforms. While Al algorithms amplified grassroots voices, they also
facilitated the spread of misinformation, sensationalized content, and polarizing
narratives. As shown throughout the findings, content that elicited strong emotional

responses often received higher visibility, sometimes at the cost of factual accuracy.

113



This dynamic reflects Noble’s (2018) argument that algorithmic optimization for

engagement can exacerbate divisions within public discourse.

Additionally, algorithmic biases pose challenges for digital activism. Marginalized
voices, particularly those operating in local languages like Sinhala and Tamil, may
receive less visibility on global platforms compared to content shared in dominant
languages such as English. Addressing these challenges requires ethical governance of

Al-enhanced platforms to ensure fairness, inclusivity, and accountability.

The resignation of President Gotabaya Rajapaksa serves as a testament to the tangible
impact of digital activism. The sustained momentum of the protests, despite economic
hardships and government resistance, highlights the ability of Al-enhanced platforms
to amplify collective action and demand systemic change. This outcome underscores
the evolving relationship between citizens and governance, where digital tools mediate

political participation, public accountability, and calls for reform.

The findings of this study demonstrate the transformative role of Al-enhanced social
media platforms in modern socio-political movements. By empowering youth-driven
initiatives, fostering symbolic communication, enabling global advocacy, and holding
governance accountable, social media played a central role in mobilizing the 2022 Sri
Lankan protests. However, the challenges posed by misinformation, algorithmic bias,
and ethical concerns underscore the need for responsible governance and regulatory
frameworks to ensure that these platforms serve as tools for democratic empowerment
rather than manipulation. These insights contribute to the growing literature on digital
activism, offering valuable lessons for policymakers, activists, and technologists
seeking to harness the power of Al-enhanced platforms for positive and sustainable
social change.

114



CHAPTER VII

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The findings of this study illustrate the transformative role of social media in the 2022
Sri Lankan protests, emphasizing its potential as a tool for participatory governance,
collective action, and advocacy. Social media platforms, particularly Al-enhanced
systems like Twitter/X, not only facilitated the mobilization of grassroots movements
but also amplified localized grievances to global audiences, demonstrating the power
of digital activism to effect political change. By fostering collective identity,
enhancing accountability, and enabling real-time communication, social media
emerged as a critical mediator between citizens and institutions during a period of

national crisis.

At the core of this transformation was the strategic use of Al-driven algorithms that
prioritized engaging and emotionally resonant content, ensuring that key narratives
gained visibility among both domestic and international audiences. Hashtags such as
#Aragalaya and #GoHomeGota2022 became powerful symbols of resistance,
encapsulating the protestors” demands and uniting a diverse population under common
goals. However, the study also highlights the dual-edged nature of Al-enhanced
platforms, which, while empowering citizens, introduced challenges such as
misinformation, polarization, and algorithmic biases. Addressing these complexities is
crucial for leveraging social media responsibly in future socio-political contexts.

This research contributes to the growing body of literature on digital activism by
providing a nuanced understanding of how Al-enhanced platforms can shape
governance dynamics and public discourse. By focusing on the Sri Lankan crisis, the
study offers a framework for analyzing the interplay between technology, activism,
and governance in similar contexts. It underscores the democratizing potential of social

media while also highlighting the need for ethical considerations and regulatory
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measures to ensure that these platforms serve as tools for inclusive and equitable

governance.

7.1. Conclusion

The Sri Lankan protests of 2022 offer an illuminating case study of how Al-enhanced
social media platforms are redefining the dynamics of socio-political movements.
These platforms have not only facilitated the mobilization of collective action but also
served as mechanisms for redefining governance narratives and fostering digital
democratization. By transforming localized grievances into global advocacy, social
media showcased its ability to connect diverse actors and scale grassroots movements
into internationally recognized campaigns. Through hashtags such as #Aragalaya and
#GoHomeGota2022, protestors articulated demands for accountability and systemic
reform, underscoring the power of digital platforms in amplifying marginalized voices

and challenging entrenched political structures (Welikala, 2022).

One of the most significant insights from this case is the dual-edged nature of Al-
enhanced platforms. While these tools have democratized access to information and
empowered citizens, they also expose movements to challenges such as the
propagation of misinformation, algorithmic manipulation, and the risks of state
surveillance. These risks are particularly acute in developing nations like Sri Lanka,
where systemic inequalities intersect with digital divides, potentially exacerbating
existing socio-political vulnerabilities (Zuboff, 2019). This complexity necessitates a
nuanced approach to leveraging social media for governance transformations,

balancing the platforms’ immense potential with their inherent risks.

The Sri Lankan protests highlight the importance of framing public discontent in ways
that resonate across cultural, linguistic, and demographic boundaries. While hashtags
such as #GoHomeGota and #Aragalaya gained significant traction in English, the
discourse in Sinhala and Tamil played an equally pivotal role in mobilizing local
communities. However, the limited representation of these languages in global digital
activism studies reflects a critical gap that future research must address. Incorporating
multilingual analyses is essential for capturing the diversity of voices in digital

movements and ensuring the inclusion of marginalized communities. Tools such as
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Al-powered translation systems and language-specific social media studies can
enhance the depth and inclusivity of these analyses (Holmes, 2013).

In addition to linguistic diversity, adopting a multi-platform approach to studying
digital activism is crucial. While platforms such as Twitter/X often serve as focal
points for global discourse, others like WhatsApp, Facebook, and Instagram play
equally critical roles in fostering local coordination and information dissemination.
For example, during the Sri Lankan protests, WhatsApp groups were instrumental in
organizing on-the-ground activities, while Facebook and Instagram facilitated the
sharing of protest visuals that fueled international solidarity. A comprehensive analysis
of these platforms’ complementary roles would provide richer insights into the
ecosystem of digital activism, revealing how movements strategically utilize different

digital spaces to achieve their objectives (Bruns, 2019).

Another essential consideration is the role of ethical policymaking in shaping the
future of digital activism. Al-enhanced platforms wield immense power in shaping
public discourse, yet they operate within frameworks that are often opaque, prone to
biases, and susceptible to misuse. Policymakers, technology companies, and civil
society organizations must work collaboratively to create regulatory frameworks that
promote transparency and accountability in platform governance. For example,
governments should mandate algorithmic audits to identify and mitigate biases, while
platforms must be required to disclose the mechanisms behind content moderation and
amplification. Ethical frameworks should also address data privacy concerns,
safeguarding users from surveillance and exploitation, particularly in politically
sensitive contexts like Sri Lanka (Noble, 2018).

Empowering citizens through digital literacy is another critical aspect of fostering
effective and ethical digital activism. As the protests in Sri Lanka demonstrated,
misinformation and polarizing content can quickly gain traction on Al-driven
platforms, potentially undermining the credibility and cohesion of movements. By
equipping citizens with the tools to critically evaluate social media content, identify
false narratives, and understand the implications of Al-driven algorithms, stakeholders
can create a more informed and resilient populace. Governments, NGOs, and

educational institutions should invest in widespread digital literacy initiatives,
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emphasizing the skills needed to navigate the complexities of the digital age
(Livingstone, 2018).

The Sri Lankan protests also illustrate the potential for digital activism to influence
governance outcomes. By providing a platform for marginalized groups to articulate
their demands, social media enabled the formation of a collective identity that
transcended traditional socio-political divides. This collective identity played a crucial
role in sustaining momentum, ensuring that the protests endured despite significant
challenges. As Al-enhanced platforms continue to evolve, movements must
strategically harness their capabilities to foster inclusivity, resilience, and cohesion
among participants. This includes leveraging tools such as sentiment analysis to gauge
public opinion, using data-driven insights to optimize outreach strategies, and
collaborating with global allies to amplify local causes on the international stage
(Tufekci, 2017).

Looking ahead, the lessons from the Sri Lankan protests provide a foundation for
reimagining the role of technology in socio-political transformations. The integration
of Al-enhanced platforms into activism must be approached with intentionality,
ensuring that these tools are used to empower, rather than exploit, communities.
Collaborative efforts between activists, technologists, and policymakers will be critical
in designing an ecosystem that supports democratic participation, protects individual
rights, and fosters accountability in governance. By building on these insights,
stakeholders can create a future where digital activism serves as a force for equity,

justice, and systemic change.

In conclusion, the Sri Lankan protests underscore the transformative potential of Al-
enhanced social media platforms in shaping socio-political movements. By expanding
linguistic and platform analyses, advancing ethical policymaking, and prioritizing
digital literacy, the global community can harness these technologies to drive
meaningful change. While challenges such as misinformation, polarization, and
surveillance persist, the proactive engagement of all stakeholders can ensure that
digital platforms remain tools for empowerment and democratic accountability in an

increasingly interconnected world.
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7.2. Recommendations

Building on the findings of this study, several recommendations are proposed to
enhance the effective and ethical use of social media in socio-political transformations.
To capture the full spectrum of narratives and perspectives, future research and
activism should prioritize multilingual analyses. In the Sri Lankan context, much of
the grassroots discourse occurred in Sinhala and Tamil, which were underrepresented
in this study due to linguistic constraints. Expanding the linguistic scope of digital
activism analyses would ensure the inclusion of marginalized communities and non-
English-speaking populations, offering a more comprehensive understanding of socio-
political dynamics. Policymakers and researchers should consider investing in
advanced translation tools or collaborating with local experts to address these

linguistic barriers and ensure that all voices are represented (Holmes, 2013).

In addition to linguistic inclusivity, the adoption of a multi-platform approach is
essential for a broader understanding of digital activism. While this study focused on
Twitter/X, platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp also played critical
roles in the Sri Lankan protests. For example, WhatsApp was reportedly used for
private coordination among grassroots organizers, while Facebook provided a space
for long-form discussions and event planning. By integrating data from multiple
platforms, researchers can better understand how these spaces complement each other
in mobilizing, coordinating, and amplifying socio-political movements (Bruns, 2019).
Such an approach would provide a more nuanced understanding of the unique

contributions each platform makes to digital activism.

Policymakers, too, must recognize the potential of digital tools to foster transparency,
accountability, and citizen engagement. Governments can leverage social media
platforms to enable participatory governance, using them as channels for soliciting
public feedback, disseminating accurate information, and addressing grievances in real
time. These initiatives, however, must be accompanied by robust safeguards to prevent
misuse, such as clear data privacy policies, mechanisms to counter misinformation,
and ethical guidelines for digital communication. International bodies and civil society

organizations must collaborate to establish frameworks that ensure Al-enhanced
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platforms are used responsibly and inclusively, fostering trust between governments
and citizens (Noveck, 2015).

Another critical recommendation involves developing ethical guidelines to address the
risks posed by Al-driven social media, including misinformation, algorithmic bias, and
the amplification of divisive content. Technology companies must prioritize
transparency in their algorithms and offer users greater control over the content they
consume. Regulatory bodies, activists, and academic experts should work together to
develop standards that balance the democratizing potential of social media with its
capacity for harm. These guidelines should include accountability measures for
technology companies and ensure that the design and deployment of Al-enhanced

platforms align with the principles of fairness, equity, and inclusivity.

Furthermore, the study highlights the need to strengthen digital literacy among
citizens. Governments and organizations should invest in programs that educate the
public on the responsible use of social media, with a particular focus on identifying
misinformation, understanding how algorithms shape content visibility, and
encouraging critical engagement with digital narratives. Enhanced digital literacy
would empower individuals to navigate the complexities of Al-enhanced platforms
while reducing susceptibility to manipulation and polarization (Livingstone, 2018).
These initiatives are particularly important in developing nations, where digital
literacy rates often lag behind the rapid proliferation of technology.

Finally, integrating real-time monitoring and response mechanisms can amplify the
accountability potential of social media. Platforms like Twitter/X have proven their
ability to document real-time events, such as instances of police brutality or
governance failures, providing evidence that can drive public pressure for institutional
reform. Governments and civil society organizations should establish dedicated teams
to monitor digital discourse and respond swiftly to emerging issues. For example, these
teams could address grievances raised on social media, counter misinformation, and
engage directly with citizens to build trust and transparency. By institutionalizing such
mechanisms, governments can better harness the potential of social media as a tool for

responsive and participatory governance.
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These recommendations aim to optimize the positive contributions of social media in
socio-political contexts while addressing its inherent challenges. By prioritizing
inclusivity, fostering ethical practices, and empowering citizens through digital
literacy, stakeholders can create an ecosystem where technology serves as a force for

equitable and transformative change.
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