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2. Social movements and protest

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jy6Kg8zF-W4

The above YouTube video is a recording of a lecture on the media and social
movements by University of Western Ontario Sociology professor Catherine
Corrigall-Brown. In the lecture she spoke about social movements, their media
coverage, and how scholars study media images of social movements. The following

is a summary of the lecture.

Social movements consist of groups of people trying to change or resist change
in society. Occupy Wall Street, the feminist movement, the civil rights movement and
the gay and lesbian rights movement are examples of social movements trying to
change society. The movement against regulating the Internet and that against
legalizing gay marriage are examples of social movements trying to resist change in
society.

The media are key means by which we learn about social movements. The
media “frame” a news event in a way similar to how a photographer makes a choice
of what to include and to exclude in a photograph. For example, if a photograph of a
classroom shows a student sleeping then we may think that the class is boring, but if
it shows students enthusiastically raising their hands answering a question then we
may think that the class is interesting. In fact, both things could have happened in
the classroom, but what we feel depends on what we see in the photograph. By
“framing” protests and social movements the media send signals about who is
legitimate and sympathetic. Therefore they affect public opinion and government
policy.

What gets covered in the media? Most protests are small, peaceful, and don’t
attract media attention. What gets covered is a question of selection bias. Events
close to centres of power get covered because they happen on the government’s
doorstep and therefore seem to be important. They are also easy to cover because
media organizations have reporters in, for example, the capital of a country. Things
are likely to be covered in critical moments. For example, gun control is likely to
receive wide coverage after a shooting incident with a lot of casualties. Flashy,
interesting events get covered because the media are for profits, and news coverage
that is attention grabbing is likely to result in a large readership or audience.

How are news events covered? This is a question of description bias. The media
tend to focus on drama and violence. There is the saying, “What bleeds leads.” The

media focus on new conditions and events, not chronic problems. For example, a
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hunger strike may draw new attention to a very old problem. In the media there is
more representation of views of officials as opposed to those of challengers. A main
reason for this is that the media is pressed for time and it is easy to obtain
information from official sources.

A picture is worth a thousand words. Photographs are the first thing we see
when we look at the news. Sometimes a photograph conveys information different
from that in an article, so it should not be missed.

Let us look at an example. The following photograph was famous in Canada. It
was taken during the Oka Crisis, which was a land dispute in 1990 between some
Mohawk people and the town of Oka, Canada. (The Mohawks are a tribe of Native
Americans.) It shows a soldier confronting a protestor, with another protester in the
background. It seems as if the soldier and the protester were about to fight. Viewers
are likely to sympathize with the soldier — the protester was aggressive, masked,
armed, and taller; the soldier was stoic, young, seemingly unarmed and shorter. The
facts show a different picture. Actually 2,500 soldiers were facing 50 protestors. The
people in the photograph were surrounded by a crowd of reporters, whose presence

almost surely guaranteed that a fight would not break out.

In studies of the media and social movements, scholars look at the following

questions.

® How are different groups (police, protesters etc.) presented in the media

images of social movements?
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® What types of people seem to have the most power or seem the most

rational and elicit the most sympathy?

All of this work matters because

® Images are selected and framed like texts and they can have biases.

® The media can shape what we think about various groups of people — are
we sympathetic or hostile?

® The media shape public opinion and public policy.

The lecture ends with examples from Idle No More (a movement for indigenous

rights in Canada), the Arab Spring, and Occupy Toronto, followed by a short question

and answer session.
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3. An example of a coding frame

A coding frame for analyzing news photos of the 1990 Oka Crisis (See 2. Social

movements and protests).

Reference

Corrigall-Brown, C., & Wilkes R. (2012). Picturing protest: The visual framing of
collective action by First Nations in Canada. American Behavioral Scientist, 56(2),
223-243.

Sources of news photos
Newspaper articles in three Canadian newspapers including the Globe and Mail, the
Montreal Gazette, and the Vancouver Sun from 1990 to 2008.

Found by searching their indexes using keywords “Oka” and/or “Mohawk”.

Coverage
All articles about the 1990 conflict and subsequent collective action events, and trial

of the Mohawks involved after the event ended.

Unit of analysis

Each individual in the photographs of these news articles. According to the authors,
they coded the people who were large enough that they were discernible (you could
see who they were—police, protesters, etc. and you could see their faces (or masks)

clearly enough to say if they were gazing up or down or so forth).

Sources of information
The images, captions, and the articles.

Codes
1. Type of actor:  Mohawk warrior
Other Mohawk
Other native
Government representative
Police
Soldier

Other
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. Gender: Male

Female

.Age: Child
Adult

Senior

. Power

. View angle Looking down on the person in the photograph
Looking directly at the person in the photograph
Looking up to the person in the photograph

. Size Small: the person took up <25% of image
Medium: the person took up 25-50% of image
Large: the person took up 50%+ of image

. Subject legitimacy

. Emotional facial expression Yes; no

b. Carrying a weapon Yes; no
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