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CHAPTER 6
MEDIA AS AN ORGANISING TOOL
In this chapter we focus on the revolution in media and communications
systems and technologies and discuss ways in which activists can use
these changes to build powerful community voice. We look at how
activists can combine different media tools with traditional protest
action to pressure for change.
We provide information and guidelines on creating a people’s media
and communications system, and we provide tools and ideas to build
a campaign.

THE REVOLUTION IN MEDIA AND COMMUNICATIONS
TECHNOLOGIES
Gathering information and communicating this information to
members, supporters and even the opponent carries a lot of power,
and are important activist skills.
In earlier societies, information and communications were controlled
by the ruling elite - the kings, traditional chiefs and their henchmen.
Their subjects had no voice in public. This situation changed in
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industrial, democratic society. People won rights to information and
to communicate. These rights were set out in the law. However, the
instruments of communication remained in the hands of the new
ruling elite - government officials, the rich and educated. Business
corporations and government leaders had power over the media. They
owned TV and radio stations as well as newspapers. Citizens, even
though they had rights in the law to communicate publicly remained
passive recipients of the messages of elites.
The communications era we live in today is changing rapidly. Over
past decades, the means of communication has been revolutionised.
The development of internet digital technology and the cell phone as a
multipurpose communications instrument enables activists from even
the most remote areas to get their message out, without needing to
rely on the mainstream media. It is now possible for a poor peasant in
a remote rural village to create messages in text, voices, pictures and
video and transmit this anywhere in the world as well as get return
messages on their communication.
Media and communications corporations make a lot of profit when
they set up Apps, social media platforms and when they sell data and
smart phones. When these corporations spread out media services,
their primary concern is to make money. The new media is a great
change in the lives of citizens but it is still in the hands of business
elites. Activists in some countries have taken up struggles against
the high costs of data and airtime as part of struggles to ensure that
everyone can exercise the right to communicate.
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6.1
A people’s media and
communication system
While the media and communications system is owned and controlled
by business corporations it is now possible for activists to set up their
own system to strengthen the voice of the community. Here is a guide
an activist group can draw from for setting up a community based
media and communications system. The guide is developed from the
experience of the Community Monitors School in South Africa.

STEP 1

•

•

Small groups of activists observe and document what is
happening in their community using smart phones – for
example the pollution caused by mining companies; the
danger caused by mine trucks speeding in villages.
They post this information on a WhatsApp group which has
members from several communities.

STEP 2

•

A second group of activists repost these WhatsApp posts
on a Blog. The blog becomes a storage centre or archive
of the WhatsApp posts, and makes these available on the
Internet. These posts can be found by users searching for a
particular topic via search engines such as Google.

STEP 3

•

The posts on the blog can be sent out to a larger audience
in different ways:
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APP
The posts then can be accessed via an App which is linked
to the blog. Activists in the different communities, download
the App on their phone and they now have a record of the
WhatsApp posts.

FACEBOOK AND TWITTER
The posts reach a larger audience through reposting on a
Facebook page and a Twitter Account. Activists who have
Facebook and Twitter accounts can see the posts.
NEWSLETTERS
The posts are collected and published in a print newsletter.
The activists have a print copy of their reports which they can
circulate in their local community. This is especially important
when most community members do not have access to smart
phones, WhatsApp or the
INTERNET
The print newsletters are turned into electronic files and can
be emailed across the world to reach those with Internet
access.

HOW A POST FROM A LOCAL ACTIVIST CAN REACH THE LARGER
NEWS MEDIA.
Researchers, writers and journalists (TV, Radio and Newspapers)
are always searching weblogs, Facebook, Twitter and YouTube for
information and new stories. When a report catches the attention of
a large number of readers on Facebook or Twitter, the report may
become viral. This means that the report is further posted by thousands
of people. The report then features high on the news events of the
day or week. Public news media find it difficult not to use or comment
on viral reports. They then include it in their stories.
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6.2
Using media tools to build an
organising campaign.
In this section we include ideas for activists to combine and use
the different media instruments cleverly and skilfully to build an
organising campaign. An activist group can read through the following
and discuss the questions at the end. The media (such as newsletters,
radio, TV, social media platforms) are simply instruments. If we want
to bring about change then we must be able to use these instruments
skilfully and creatively.
Here is a story about how a group of young women skilfully and
cleverly combined media instruments with traditional public protest
to bring about a change. This action is set in the USA where there is
a very high level of internet access and public image is very important
among people in authority. The same level of success may not be
possible where there is a low level of internet usage and where people
in authority care little for their image in public. We present the story
here to demonstrate how media instruments can be used to build a
media campaign.

(This story is based on an article in the New York Times: http://www.nytimes.
com/2013/04/13/arts/music/reebok-drops-rick-ross-after-social-media-protest.
html?_r=0_). image source: https://phynxrizes.wordpress.com/2013/03/
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How a Small Group of Young Women Brought Down
a Mega Hip Hop Star
A group of young who called themselves Ultra Violet demanded
that the rapper Rick Ross withdraw a song that promoted date
rape. The mega star refused to withdraw the song. The group then
built a campaign aimed at pressuring him to change his position.
They used a combination of traditional activist’s tactics with the
social media to bring the powerful Rick Ross to his knees. This is
a true story which took place in the USA in 2013.
Ultra Violet was a group of about 35 young feminist activists living in different towns across the USA. In their brief existence as
an organisation set up to campaign for the end of rape culture
they developed an email data base of 400 000 supporters..

•

•

•

The Campaign Group
Ultra Violet were extremely upset when they heard the lyrics of a
Rick Ross song which promoted date rape:

•
•

“Put molly* all in her champagne/
She ain’t even know it /
I took her home and I enjoyed that/
She ain’t even know it.”
*reference to a date rape drug
Men spiking young women with drugs in clubs and then raping
them while they were unconscious had become big in the USA
and other countries. Rick Ross’s song was promoting this rape
culture with its words about taking a young woman home and
enjoying her after putting drugs in her drink.
When Ultra Violet first approached Rick Ross he showed little
concern and dismissed their complaint denying his lyrics promoted rape.
The group concluded that Rick Ross would not change without
pressure. They learnt that Ross had a very big contract with Reebok to promote their shoes for young people. They realized that
Reebok would be very concerned if Rick Ross’s name was associated with tolerance and promotion of rape. They saw this as a
powerful focus for their campaign.
However when they approached Reebok the company ignored
them. Ultra Violet then embarked on a campaign to pressure Reebok to take them seriously.

•

•

to end their contract with Rick Ross. Within a day the petition received 50 000 signatures.
A week later the group organized a public protest outside the
biggest Reebok store in New York. One hundred people held
signs exposing the rape song. During the protest the hundred
demonstrators each put out messages on aimed at Reebok
and their very large Twitter network.
On the day of the protest Ultra Violet also started a phone
campaign. They organized for people to phone the Reebok
headquarters and complain to staff and officials about Ross.
As the group’s campaign become known, they called for solidarity support from other groups. Large numbers of bloggers wrote about the song and the campaign on their blog
sites.
A well-known activist made a YouTube Video responding to
the song. This video was viewed 17 000 times.
The group bought digital ads on Facebook. These adds were
aimed at people who liked the Reebok Face book page. They
also put advertisements online aimed at people who used
search engines to look up “Reebok”
The group then sent a letter to the company endorsed by 550
rape survivors. This letter was made public on social media
and reached the main stream media.
The group began to organise a big protest outside the Reebok headquarters. It was just before this protest that they
received Reeboks statement that they had ended Rick Ross’
contract.

The Company released the following statement:
“While we do not believe that Rick Ross condones sexual assault, we are very disappointed he has yet to display an understanding of the seriousness of this issue or an appropriate level of
remorse. At this time, it is in everyone’s best interest for Reebok
to end its partnership with Mr. Ross.”
The next day, Rick Ross was fired by Reebok.
Rick Ross recognizing the power of the campaign issued a statement apologizing for the lyrics. He said:
“For me to suggest in any way that harm and violation be
brought to a woman is one of my biggest mistakes, using a substance to rob a woman of her right to make a choice is not only
a crime, it’s wrong.”

The Campaign
Within a few weeks the group put together a series of actions.
•
They began by circulating an on line petition calling Reebok

In their final action Ultra Violet circulated a digital card thanking
Reebok for its decision. Forty minutes later, the card had been
signed 10,000 times.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

After reading the story above discuss the following questions in your
group.
These questions can be discussed along with a discussion on
the guidelines in Chapter 3 on tactical tools for building powerful
community action.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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What was the group’s overall goal?
How did the campaign against Reebok contribute towards this
goal?
What was the campaign target/objective?
Why was this target clever?
List the actions the group took to achieve this objective?
Who was the audience for each of their media actions?
How did the group combine media actions with traditional
organising tactics?
What are the limits of using the social media in our context?
In what ways can the use of social media be useful?
What ideas arise in our minds from the actions of Ultra Violet?

