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ABSTRACT 

 

Aims: Using the case of the 2021 Colombian National Stoppage, we show that a key role of Social 

Networking Services (in this case, Twitter) is to provide a parallel, and relatively autonomous, 

venue for claim making interactions.  

Methodology/Approach: We extract terms and mentions from an original corpus of tweets related 

to the 2021 Colombian National Stoppage, in order to create a series of networks of cooccurrence. 

Findings: We find that there were three central conversations (over grievances, contentious 

events, and calls for help); that mentioned actors were intuitively grouped together according to 

traditional party oppositions; but that they were embedded in particular conversations depending 

on their position in a simpler prestige hierarchy.  

Value: While the impact of SNS platforms on mobilization has been mostly studied from a 

technological and organizational perspective, we propose to center our discussion on what we take 

to be the crux of contentious politics, namely, claim making interactions.  

 

Keywords: mobilization; Twitter; Colombia; claim making; contentious interactions; semantic 

networks. 
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1. Introduction and overview 

This article takes on the case of the 2021 Colombian Paro Nacional (National Stoppage) to 

reconstruct the claim making structure that the latter simultaneously generated on a popular social 

networking service (SNS), namely, Twitter. While recent research has carefully documented the 

role of this and similar digital platforms in expanding the traditional repertoire of social 

movements, we argue that this research has focused more intensively on technological and 

organizational changes, which are important to the success of mobilization, at the expanse of what 

we take to be the central question of contentious politics: what is the mobilization itself about? 

After presenting summary contextual information on our case study, we make a case for the 

relevance of large textual datasets extracted from SNS platforms for studying claim making 

interactions. We then discuss how we created a massive corpus of tweets as well as the methods 

that we used to summarize this plethoric information into semantic network graphs. The 

presentation of our results is then organized around three sub-questions: What are they talking 

about? Who are they talking to? What is claimed on whom?  

We thus begin with the emergent structure of claims made on Twitter, then examine the groups 

formed by the actors on whom these claims were made, and finally bring these two structures 

together to create a picture of online claim making interactions during the Paro. Through the 

analysis of these networks, we arrive at several findings. First, the two main subdiscussions in our 

corpus are over the packages of grievances voiced during the Paro and over the interpretation of 

the Paro itself as a political event. Second, contrary to what one might expect, the structure of 

(invoked) actors on twitter maps seamlessly onto traditional party oppositions and the positions of 

political elites. But third, this structure turns out to be less important than a more implicit prestige 

hierarchy between international observers, big players, and second fiddles, to understand in which 

subdiscussions particular actors might be located. We discuss the theoretical relevance of these 

findings in the final section. 

 

2. The 2021 Colombian Paro Nacional 

On March 30, 2021, the “Central Unitaria de Trabajadores” (CUT), the main workers union in 

Colombia, called a nationwide day of stoppage for April 28. The official announcement was 

published on the CUT’s web page and on its Twitter account, accompanied by a poster that read 
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“National Stoppage—it’s time to stop—April, 28—For Life, Peace, Democracy, and Against 

Duque’s Paquetazo.” The last word (which literally translates as “big bundle”) alluded to a group 

of bills prepared by President Duque’s administration and structured around a comprehensive 

fiscal reform. The “Life, Peace, Democracy” trinity, on the other hand, referred to the ongoing 

campaign of targeted killings against social leaders in several regions of the country and to the 

non-implementation of the peace agreement signed by the previous administration with the former 

FARC guerrilla. These watchwords were essentially the same as those with which the CUT had 

summoned a previous Paro Nacional two years earlier. 

The CUT’s tweet generated almost no response: just 13 likes and 14 retweets.i Accordingly, an 

outside observer who only had access to this information could hardly be blamed for failing to 

predict the range and length of the cycle of protests that would be triggered by the April 28 

mobilization. Nor, for that matter, could they have anticipated the size of the social media 

conversation that the latter would also spark off. Contrary to other well-documented cases, then, 

social media do not seem to have played a critical role in creating momentum for the mobilization 

(compare, for instance, with Treymane, 2014; and Wood, 2015). Instead, the significance of digital 

platforms in this case lies in the fact that they provided a parallel venue for mobilization that was 

at least as successful as the actual, physical protests.  

While we lack precise estimates of the latter, the police officially counted some 12,288 

contentious events across Colombia from April 28 to June 3rd, which corresponds to the most 

intense phase of the mobilization (Defensoría del Pueblo, 2021). But this is at best a conservative 

estimate, and it says nothing of subsequent gatherings and protests, which persisted well past the 

government’s decision to withdraw its fiscal reform, and only truly died out late in October of the 

same year. For perspective, it may be pointed out that similar general strikes have been called 

multiple times in recent history by Colombian unions, with varying degree of success. Paros were 

a comparatively atypical form of mobilization before the 1990s but gained traction after the 1991 

Constitution ushered in a more auspicious institutional context for social movements (Archila 

Neira et al, 2019; Velasco, 2015). Even though the closest comparable antecedent—i.e. the 2019 

protests—also achieved high levels of mobilization, a reasonable claim can be laid that the 2021 

Paro is the most sustained sequence of contentious events in recent Colombian history, with a total 

duration of six months.  
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No less significant was the online mobilization. In Colombia, all of the five longest trendiest 

Twitter topics for that day were related to the strike (see Table 1). Three of these were hashtags 

submitted by the official promoters of the strike. The other two were the words “ESMAD” 

(Colombia’s antiriot police) and “Sebastián de Belalcázar” (a Spanish conquistador whose statue 

was taken down during the strike by members of the Misak people). Worldwide, one of those 

hashtags was the second longest trending topic in the platform. Words and hashtags related to the 

strike continued to dominate Colombian Twitter during the next two months: for every day of this 

period, at least one strike-related topic featured in the top five.ii Worldwide, however, a strike-

related topic would not be trending again until May 4, when the word “Colombia” hit 2,776,775 

tweets—that is, 1,124,415 tweets more than the most tweeted topic of the last three days had 

garnered on average. Additionally, the Portuguese spelling “Colômbia” was the third most tweeted 

term (N=1,630,139). The next day, #SOSColombiaNosEstanMatando was the second most 

tweeted topic and the third longest trending topic worldwide.  

Although the 2021 Paro Nacional was officially called to oppose the government’s tax reform 

proposal, it opened the door to the expression of a host of sectorial and general grievances. 

Protesters and competing social organizations hijacked the CUT’s initial platform to bemoan the 

social and economic consequences of the COVID pandemic, the brutal repression of the Paro by 

the police, and a number of sectorial problems, including gender violence, the cost of higher 

education, youth political participation. Accordingly, this platform was gradually expanded to 

cover and attempt to clarify and hierarchize the heterogeneous claims that had emerged from the 

Paro itself.  

As noted by a number of observers (e.g. González, 2021), this situation created a double political 

difficulty. On the one hand, it foiled attempts by the government to appease social unrest through 

specific measures, for example by withdrawing its tax reform proposal, or by organizing talks with 

a selected group of center-right politicians from the opposition. On the other hand, it made it 

difficult for any organized actors to present themselves as legitimate spokespersons for all 

protesters. Several groups and political entrepreneurs sought to assume the leadership of the Paro 

Nacional, but failed to get recognition from both the government (as legitimate interlocutors) and 

from all sectors of the protests (as spokespersons). Thus, the Paro’s Committee, which had formed 

around the CUT and gradually integrated representatives of mobilized sectors from beyond the 

world of syndical organizations, was still perceived as dominated by unions covering less than 4% 
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of the Colombian workforce. Left-wing politicians from the opposition, as well as emergent 

individualities revealed by the Paro, including members of the so-called Primeras Líneas (youth 

groups standing in the first line of marches to shield other protestors against, and/or engage, the 

police), were denounced by the government party as terrorists seeking to destabilize the country.  

Quite apart from the ambiguities concerning what the Paro stood for, there was also an intense 

public debate over the interpretation of the sequence of contentious events that the latter spawned: 

the use of violence by protesters and by the police was closely monitored by the press, authorities, 

and local NGOs. Local and national authorities were fast to denounce acts of vandalism on the part 

of some protesters as a means of delegitimizing the entire Paro, while demonstrators and NGOs 

focused on the acts of violent repression by the police, and specially by ESMAD battalions. In 

particular, there was a fierce debate over the number of deaths caused by public forces between 

NGOs, international organizations, and the national government (Temblores ONG and Indepaz, 

2021; Defensoria del Pueblo, 2021).  

In sum, there were massive ambiguities both regarding what grievances protesters endorsed, 

and what repertoires of action captured the “true” nature of the Paro. Here, our goal is not to prop 

ourselves up as objective umpires to determine whose interpretation was correct or wrong. Instead, 

what we will do is look for a strategic research site where these ambiguities and disputes can be 

fully laid out. While contentious discussions took place in a variety of public forums—including 

Congress, national and local news outlets, popular street assemblies across the country, and a 

variety of digital platforms—we opted to focus on the latter. To be sure, this choice was partly 

justified by analytic convenience: we can easily recover traces left by written discussions in digital 

forums, and systematically extract from them large textual data that lend themselves to formal 

analysis without virtually any pre-coding, neither of which is possible for the other types of public 

forums previously mentioned. But more importantly, the source on which we focus, Twitter, offers 

a major theoretical advantage.  

Indeed, Twitter composes a heterogeneous public, containing the voices of different types of 

actors that wouldn’t normally be found together: institutional accounts coexist with accounts from 

members of the political elite, journalists, influential public personalities (such as artists and 

celebrities), and ordinary individuals. This requirement would not be satisfied by popular street 

assembly, which essentially mustered ordinary individuals. Parliamentary debates, on the other 

hand, exclude the latter. And although news outlets can, on occasion, provide space (for example 
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via interviews) to both elected officials and ordinary citizens, they exercise editorial control on 

what actors will be given coverage, and how much of what they say will be published. Twitter 

comes closest, thus, to the ideal of a “public”—following Mische’s and White’s (1998: 696) 

definition of publics as “interstitial social spaces that ease transitions between more specialized 

sets of sociocultural relations”. 

That said, it is important to bear in mind some limitations of Twitter data. First, it goes without 

saying that individuals on Twitter do not constitute a representative sample of the general 

population. Thus, in Colombia, men are largely overrepresented on Twitter (see also Tyfekci, 

2014).iii Urban areas that have greater access to Internet services also are overrepresented. Now, 

the fact that the physical Paro was itself dominated by male and urban protesters should not lead 

us to expect that Twitter users are a representative sample of that population either. Yet, precisely 

because we are interested in analyzing the online conversation around the Paro as a political arena 

in its own right, we may bracket traditional concerns with representativeness, without prejudice to 

approaches for which these are central. Instead, we may treat both tweets and tweeter users as a 

sui generis population. Accordingly, we will not generalize our findings to either “Colombian 

public opinion” or to actual street protesters. But what we will do, and what we go on to justify in 

light of the literature on the role of SNS and the Internet in social movements, is ask how claim 

making interactions are specifically structured on such platforms. 

  

3. Theoretical background: From verbal to online grievances 

When McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly (2001: 3) raised the question “What Are They Shouting 

About?” at the outset of their magnum opus, they naturally assumed that contentious politics 

involves physical actors voicing collective claims in public. Twenty years later, protesters are still 

shouting, but they are now also tweeting. Mobilizations in the digital era are now almost always 

dually sited in traditional public settings and in online platforms. The Internet and social media 

have supplied protesters with a new medium to broadcast their grievances as well as a new staging 

area to interact with other protesters, institutional allies, and authorities.  

The question is: just how new? Note that the question itself is not entirely novel (see, in 

particular, Gerbaudo, 2012; Wolfsfeld et al 2013; Theocharis, 2014; Boulianne, 2015). There are 

at least four important sources of change created by the Internet that students of social movements 

have already identified and documented. 
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First, social media platforms have been generally credited with generating “new and improved 

opportunities to engage in social and political action” (Van Laer & Van Aelst, 2010). Twitter, in 

particular, has received a large share of scholarly attention. Since its creation in 2006, this platform 

has been shown to have played a key role in organizing collective mobilizations around the world, 

especially the so-called “Twitter revolutions”, such as the April 2009 Moldovan parliamentary 

election protests (Mungiu-Pippidi & Munteanu, 2009), the “Arab Spring” (Attia et. Al, 2011; 

Zuckerman,2011), and the 2009 Iranian presidential election protests (Morozov, 2009).  

But second, many more traditional social movements have also seized on these opportunities to 

revamp their repertoire of action: thus, the Black Power movement, the anti-rape movement, or 

the Mexican student movement have respectively morphed into #BlackLivesMatter (Linscott, 

2017), #MeToo (Mendes et al, 2018), and #YoSoy132 (Treré, 2015). Although it is important to 

resist “naïve internet-optimism” (Van Laer & Van Aelst, 2010: 1164), it is hard to overstate the 

impact of social media on both new and older social movements. 

Third, students of social movements have investigated how the Internet and social media can 

alter specific mobilization parameters, such as temporality (Thomas Poell, 2020), anatomy 

(Tremayne, 2014), collective empowerment (Shirkey, 2008), barriers to mobilization 

(Buyukozturk et. al, 2018). They have also studied how traditional tasks of collective protests can 

be adapted to digital platforms. Thus, Nikolayenko (2019) analyzed framing processes through 

Twitter messaged posted on the eve of protests against Russia’s intervention in Ukraine; Fulke and 

Wolson (2014) have studied the creation of collective identity through the Media Mobilization 

Project (MMP), showing how old (radio) and new (internet) media are used to create class identity. 

Likewise, Benevento and Mukadder (2019) have tracked the construction of collective narratives 

by comparing posts published on tweeter and sticky notes left by Istambulite protesters in Gezi 

Park. 

Fourth, social media have been shown to be capable of jumpstarting social movements by 

augmenting the relational reach of organizers. This line of investigation has been pursued, in 

particular, by social network analysts. Thus, Tremayne (2014) has used Twitter data to trace the 

beginnings of the Occupy movement in the United States, by reconstructing the conversational 

networks within which the movement was first discussed. Wood (2015) inspected Facebook’s 

architecture and interface to examine the diffusion of the indigenous-led movement Idle No More. 
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She argues that Facebook facilitated the movement’s organization by leveraging dense clusters 

and weak ties from indigenous social networks. 

While these are all undoubtedly meaningful changes in their own right, they are nevertheless 

somewhat orthogonal to what, arguably, is the crux of collective mobilizations: namely, 

contentious claim making (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly, 2001). Returning to our previous 

observation, then, we wish to call more specific attention in this paper to the transition from 

“shouting” to “tweeting”. We will thus be concerned with assessing claim making interactions 

occurring online, in light of what we know about such interactions in more typical (i.e. physical) 

public spaces. What sort of a political arena is Twitter? Does it differ significantly from more 

traditional political arenas or is it essentially isomorphic to the latter? How does it accommodate 

contentious claims, political action, and interpretative struggles? In what follows, we use an 

original corpus of twitter data from the 2021 Colombian protests to answer these questions. 

Now, answering these questions is both easy and hard. For one thing, Twitter provides us with 

an exceptionally rich register of written claims, of which there is no counterpart for the more 

ephemeral verbal claims that protesters on the street might simultaneously be making. Twitter 

keeps a systematic record of the comments, declarations, questions, mentions, hashtags and jokes 

made by users. However, this documentary advantage is the flipside of a methodological problem: 

sifting through the claims presented in millions of tweets and retweets would be an incredibly 

fastidious task. Further, if we are to make sense of these claims, we also need to understand how 

and on whom they are made. Here, again, it would be uneconomical to examine claim making 

interactions in a piecemeal fashion, tweet by tweet.  

A reasonable methodology, given these two tasks, should simultaneously summarize the claims 

made by Twitter users and the structure of their claim making interactions. But it should do so in 

a way that reflects the patterns naturally induced by Twitter users themselves, rather than some 

priori coding decisions from the analyst. To fulfill both requirements, we adapt natural language 

processing (NLP) techniques that have previously been used by historical sociologists to index and 

analyze large sets of textual data (Rule, Cointet, Bearman, 2015; Hoffman et al, 2018). We describe 

these techniques and the data to which we apply them in the next section. 

 

4. Methods 
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Analyses of social protests in Colombia, both in the long-run and for specific historical episodes, 

are often based on catalogues of contentious events compiled on the basis of selected national and 

local newspapers, the most comprehensive of which is the CINEP’s dataset on social conflicts (see 

Archila et al, 2019; Velasco, 2015; Velasco, 2006). This dataset nevertheless presents three 

significant limitations for our purposes. First, data on the 2021 protests had not yet been included 

to this dataset at the time of this article’s writing. Second, while we are interested in the emergent 

and potentially conflicting semantic categories that structured public conversations over the Paro 

Nacional, events in this dataset are pre-coded by its curators on the basis of a sparse and generic 

coding scheme. As a result, the information is rigidly aggregated into just a few categories. Third, 

information on contentious events is extracted from journalistic sources, that is, from second-hand 

social commentaries with potential biases (if only a professional bias towards rationalizing 

information in the form of a journalistic narrative). 

To handle these three limitations, we opted instead to create an ad hoc corpus, based directly on 

a subset of the public conversations that accompanied the 2021 Paro. One methodological 

advantage of Twitter derives from two special features imbedded in tweets: hashtags and mentions. 

Tweets can condense complex topics in a single, easily citable phrase introduced by a # symbol. 

The other is that users can mention other users by tagging them in a tweet, using the @ symbol to 

call out a particular Twitter account. This last feature is particularly interesting, as it will allow us 

to reconsruct the relational structure in which tweets are embedded. 

The corpus analyzed in this study comprises tweets collected through Twitter API v.2 from April 

29 to July 1st, 2021.iv A search list of relevant keywords and hashtags was established by 

scrutinizing the five most trending topics in Colombia for every day of this period. Initially, all 

tweets and retweets (N= 18,946,412) that included the chosen hashtags and keywords were 

extracted from Twitter’s archive. Data and metadata of interest, such as the authors id, date of 

publication, and public metrics (i.e. number of favorites, of retweets, and of quotes), were extracted 

alongside textual data. Only original tweets and quotes (N= 2,820,915) were taken into account to 

build the final corpus.  

Extraction, indexation, and analysis of these data were all performed using natural language 

processing (NLP) techniques (Rule, Cointet, Bearman, 2015). Three semantic networks were 

derived from this analysis. The first two are homogeneous networks of frequently cooccurring 

terms (including monograms and multiword terms) and of frequently cooccurring mentions, 
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respectively, while the third is a heterogeneous network of both terms and mentions. Using a 

Louvain community detection algorithm, clusters of frequently cooccurring objects were identified 

for each network. The resulting clusters were then used to interpret the data. 

Since we are trying to understand the nature of the claims during all the Paro, all three networks 

are artificially treated in a synchronic manner, meaning that the publication date of the tweets was 

taken into account. To make sure that this methodological decision did not lead to a distorted 

picture, we also performed a diachronic analysis of the same corpus: breaking it down in nine 

segments of seven days each, we built semantic networks for each of these segments (Sankey 

diagrams representing major continuities and discontinuities across these networks can be found 

in Appendix 1). This analysis suggests that many of the semantic structures revealed by our 

analysis were in place from the very beginning, while some differentiations occurred a little 

(though not much) later (in particular the bifurcation between negatively and positively valenced 

interpretations of the Paro). Thus, while Twitter users themselves may have had the impression 

that themes of discussion ebbed and flowed continually, according to which hashtag was trending 

from one day to the next, it seems reasonable to posit that the overall conversational structure that 

these themes generated was often the same.  

 

5. The semantic structure of the digital Paro 

Figure 1 reveals the main clusters around which the conversation over the Paro organized. Four 

of these, at the center of the graph, are closely and densely interconnected: they represent the core 

conversation over the Paro. Two of these central clusters display an emotional lexicon, one (in 

green) associated with positive terms (such as peace, liberty, homeland, spirit, love, heart, fear, 

justice, hope, future, fight, dignity, support and rights) and the other (in red) with negative ones 

(shame, disgust, clowns, pig, bad, trash and cursed words as hp, hijueputa, puta, mierda). The 

other two display a more explicitly political lexicon: one (in blue) referring to collective problems 

(e.g. opportunities, poverty, health, business, education, society, money, class, law, tax reform, 

crisis, pandemic, hunger, company, work, jobs, workers and problem) and the other (in orange) to 

official institutions and partisan positions (e.g. democracy, congress, campaign, elections, 

representants, vote, congress(wo)man, party, right, politics, urns, presidency, position, uribista, 

petro, uribismo, motion, left, and center).  

The other semantic categories revealed by this analysis show much less overlap:  
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 The yellow cluster mostly describes repertoires of collective mobilization (e.g. students, 

blockade, mobilization, strike, committee, protest, protests, march, National Strike, 

violence, vandalism, demonstration, demonstrations, repression, and terrorism). 

 The light orange cluster names--and attaches invidious labels to—street actors of the 

mobilization (e.g. bandits, criminal, terrorist, delinquent, vandals, guerrilla member, 

guerrilla, paramilitarism, justice palace, narco, narcos, and tulua).  

 The dark green cluster relates to allegations of police misconduct (e.g. abuse, murder, 

public force, esmad, violation, human rights, demonstrators, victims, denunciations, 

police, and young (wo)man).  

 The light green cluster impugns the government’s repressive response to the 

mobilization (e.g. orders, mindefensa, government, state, military, genocide, 

dictatorship, order, massacres, human rights violations, army, bomb, and Colombian 

people).  

 The last semantic category (in gold) only comprises four terms, all of which are in 

English rather than Spanish: namely, heroes, killing us, help us, and help. The difference 

in language might explain the distance between this cluster and the others, but as we will 

go on to see, these terms also relate to a different digital repertoire (i.e. a cry for help 

aimed at international audiences).  

Conversations, however, are not mere bags of terms, but rather combinations of semantic 

structures. Quite apart from their internal lexical composition, then, we are especially interested in 

semantic interactions across the communities we have just described. These interactions can be 

measured by the relative overlap between clusters. We may distinguish on this basis three basic 

conversations, structured around three types of claims. 

The first, core conversation offers a general social commentary on Colombia. It is worth 

pointing out that the cluster of negative valuations is mostly embedded within the cluster of 

institutions and partisanship, while positive valuations are more closely associated with collective 

problems. This configuration suggests, on the one hand, a broad rejection of politics, both 

institutional and partisan, and on the other hand, a search for solutions to collective problems in 

more broadly shared values. This first conversation thus makes claims on behalf of the protesters: 

claims on political authorities, who are blamed for of a host of collective problems, and calls for 

solutions inspired by broad collective ideals.  
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Second, a relatively marginal subset of the conversation makes claims on international audiences 

in the form of calls for helps. 

Third, all other clusters offer interpretations of street action during the Paro. But here, the 

relative distance and lesser degree of overlap between clusters suggest high uncertainty regarding 

who is responsible for what. These four clusters may be combined to form two antagonistic claims: 

political violence due to state-ordered repression, versus criminal violence due to protesters 

themselves.  

 

6. The structure of claim making interactions 

Contentious claims are typically made on public actors and organizations who are expected to 

respond to them (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly, 2001). To investigate the targets of the claims 

identified in the previous section, we can leverage a special feature of Twitter data: namely, 

mentions. Twitter allows users to mention other users by tagging them to their tweets; a notification 

will then be sent to the tagged Twitter accounts. Accordingly, using a mention implies something 

more than just writing a (natural or legal) person’s name in a tweet, because notifications allow 

this person to join the conversation: effectively, they can either respond to or ignore the tweet in 

which they were mentioned.  

Figure 2 maps out Louvain-detected communities of frequently cooccurring mentions in our 

corpus: this means that user accounts that are grouped together were commonly mentioned in the 

same conversations. Importantly, these communities are not necessarily where the owners of these 

accounts might themselves think that they belong, but where the users who called them out 

typically brought them, intentionally or not.  

The three largest communities are connected to another by several bridges.  

 The largest (blue) cluster bunches up international news outlets (such as the New York 

Times and the Guardian) as well as international governmental and non-governmental 

organizations (such as Human Rights Watch, the UN, the International Criminal Court, 

or the European Union).  

 On the one hand, this international cluster is connected via the Twitter account of El 

Tiempo, one of Colombia’s major national dailies with a Conservative editorial line, to 

a large (red) cluster of national actors, comprising 1) national news outlets and 

journalists (@citytv, @noticiasuno, @wradiocolombia, @caracolradio, @bluradioco, 



14 
 

@noticiasrcn, @noticiascaracol, @revistasemana, @lcvelez, @elespectador, 

@vickydavilah, @lafm, @caraco_cali, @jsanchezcristo, @EnterateCali, @elpaiscali, 

@caliwebco, and @juanpablocalvas), 2) governmental and official agencies (such as 

@col_ejercito, @infopresidencia, @senadogovco, @alcaldiadecali, @mininterior, 

@mindefensa, @defensoriacol, @fiscaliacol, @policiacolombia, @pgn_col), 3) 

members of the government (including the president, the vice president, and the 

minister of defense) and of the governmental coalition (@cedemocratico, 

@palomavalencial, @mariafdacabal, @jarizabaletaf, @alvarouribevel).  

 On the other hand, the cluster of international actors is connected via Temblores, a 

Colombian ONG that played a key role in documenting cases of police brutality against 

protesters, to another larger cluster of 1) politicians from the opposition 

(@claudialopez, @pizarromariajo, @aabenedetti, @wilsonariasc, @hollmanmorris, 

@gustavobolivar, @mirandabogota, @intiasprilla, @petrogustavo, @felicianovalen, 

@betocoralg, and @cathyjuvinao), and 2) public figures close to the opposition (with 

famous artists such as @julianroman, @santialarconu, @adrianalucia, 

@margaritarosadf, @matador000, and @residente, as well as journalists and public 

intellectuals such as @naranja_cali, @fisicoimpuro, @levyrincon, @donizquierdo_, 

@fdbedout, @heliodoptero, @arielanaliza, @monyrodriguezof, @danielsampero, 

@col_informa, @youranonnewsesp, @anonymousopcol, and @chalecosamarill).  

The last two communities are comparatively small and fairly disconnected from other 

communities.  

 The green cluster comprises a number of center-right politicians; they are only connected 

through @ivanduque to the cluster of public authorities. This tenuous relationship 

reflects the invitation that President Duque extended to these politicians to take part in 

official talks over the protests.  

 The last cluster, also comprised of two center-right politicians (@horaciojserpa and 

@rodrigo_lara_) is only connected to @intiasprilla, a Center-Left politician who called 

out the latter two for their decisive refusal to sanction the defense minister during a 

confidence vote over the government’s handling of the protests. 

Altogether, these five communities describe an extremely intuitive and easily interpretable 

map of actors: international observers, national authorities and their right-wing allies, a left-wing, 
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non-collaborating opposition, and a center-right, collaborating opposition. Thus, perhaps counter-

intuitively, while the previous network suggested generally negative valuations of traditional 

politics, this second network reveals the continued significance of institutionalized political 

divisions and positions for contentious claims voiced on social media.   

 

7. What is claimed on whom? 

We have so far analyzed claims and the parties on whom these claims made separately. To 

understand how these two networks relate to one another, we can use the same cooccurrence 

strategy to determine what words where most frequently associated with what accounts on Twitter. 

It is worth insisting, at the risk of tedium, that the accounts we are tracking are not the ones that 

published the tweets in our corpus, but the ones that were mentioned by them, so that associations 

between semantic categories and groups of actors need not (though they may) reflect how the latter 

would describe themselves. Instead, whatever associations we unearth will reflect the overall 

structure of claim making interactions: that is, what sorts of claims each group of actors was most 

likely to be presented with. 

Figure 3 is a heterogenous network relating mentioned accounts (triangular nodes) to the terms 

(circular nodes) with which they most frequently cooccurred. Again, a Louvain community 

detection analysis was performed. For greater interpretability, we can roughly regroup these 

communities intro three ensembles: those bunched up at the bottom of the graph, and those 

respectively on the upper- left and right side.  

1. The bottom ensemble opposes big players from the left-wing opposition (including 

Gustavo Petro, runner-up of the last presidential election) to those in the national 

government (including President Duque) and their right-wing allies. This ensemble is 

connected to terms describing actors, and locations of street action (valle, ciudad jardín, 

esmad, jovenes, bogota, denuncias). 

2. The right-hand ensemble is a mixed bag of second fiddles from both the government and 

the political elite of all parties (right-wing, center-right, and left-wing). This ensemble is 

mostly connected to terms that we previously described as offering a social commentary 

on Colombia (e.g. problema, trabajo, paz, patria, país, dignidad, tristeza, mal, asco, 

mierda, mermelada). 
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3. The left-hand ensemble comprises international organizations, news outlets, and 

celebrities (including the K-pop boyband BTS). This ensemble is mostly embedded in 

phrases relating to calls for help (e.g. help, killing us, violations to human rights, fear, 

and kpop).  

In short, these three ensembles map neatly onto the tripartite typology at which we arrived after 

analyzing the first of our three networks. The interesting thing, then, is that the distribution of 

mentioned accounts into these three discussions is less dependent on the political structure we 

found in the previous section than on a more basic differentiation between big players, second 

fiddles, and observers. What we find is therefore a pragmatic division of labor. It appears that 

twitter users called on big players to assume a responsibility in the events of the Paro (depending 

on whether these are perceived as having been dominated by governmental repression or 

vandalism), on second fiddles to relay grievances over the social situation of the country, and on 

international observers for help (if only in the form of moral indignation and expressive solidarity). 

In selecting what to claim on whom, users attended primarily to what their addressees might be 

able to do in response to their claims, given their position in an implicit prestige hierarchy cutting 

across the partisan map. 

 

8. Discussion 

We begin by summarizing our three main findings. First, discussions on Twitter over the Paro 

organized around three clusters: 1) a social commentary on politics and collective problems in 

Colombia, which strongly associated the first to negative emotions, and the second to positive 

ones; 2) calls for help destined to international audiences; and 3) polemical interpretations of the 

meaning of street action during the Paro. Second, we found that the logic guiding which actors 

were likely to be mentioned in the same breath (i.e. in the same tweets or groups of tweets) 

followed closely traditional oppositions between international and national actors, national 

authorities and their right-wing allies, and the left-wing opposition. And third, we found that a 

different, and somewhat simpler, logic guided where (that is, in what conversation) particular 

actors were embedded, having to do with their position in a tripartite division between observers, 

big players, and second fiddles. 

How should we interpret these findings? The first thing to be said is that we cannot understand 

contentious claims—that is, what people are “shouting (or tweeting) about”—without examining 
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how these claims are made. Lexical differences do not simply relate to distinct “topics” but to 

distinct repertoires of action. A clear example are calls for help: they would be meaningless unless 

they were addressed to potential allies or to individuals and organizations who are in a position to 

offer support. Here, language is not merely descriptive, but performative. It is an action, meant to 

generate a practical response from specific actors. Another good example is the conversation over 

violent contentious events that occurred during the Paro. The crux of this conversation was not 

just to describe these events, but to qualify them. Thus, the words “vandalism” and “terrorism” 

imply something more than that certain kinds of violence occurred: they imply a moral 

condemnation.  

This, in turn, suggests a reasonable interpretation for the difference between the network of co-

mentions and the heterogeneous network of mentions and terms. If we ask “What are they doing?” 

and not just “What are they saying”, we can account for this difference in terms of practical 

competence. On the one hand, users competently mentioned in the same breath political actors who 

ought to be mentioned together, because they occupy similar political positions in a traditional 

map of Colombian politics: right-wingers on one side, left-wingers on the other; international 

individuals and organizations apart from national authorities. But they also competently located 

particular individuals and organizations in specific conversations by generally (that is, in the 

aggregate) moving beyond this map, and attending instead to the structural position of these actors: 

Can they help because they are international (and therefore above national) players? Do they have 

direct responsibilities in the events of the Paro because they are powerful members of the political 

elite? Or are they brokers who can effectively relay grievances about the situation of the country 

because they occupy an intermediary position in relation to more powerful players? 

In general, then, the three network analyses we conducted revealed extremely intuitive structures. 

To understand how they are connected, however, we need to see Twitter as more than a mere 

conversational forum. Through their messages, users deploy contentious performances, just as 

protesters on the street do: petitioning powerful figures, seeking support from potential allies, and 

transmitting grievances through brokers, are all standard strategic actions that we have come to 

expect from contentious actors (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly, 2001; ).  

This interpretation is directly relevant for the theoretical discussion over what digital platforms do 

to mobilization. Platforms like Twitter are not a mere ancillary complement to traditional, physical 

mobilizations: they are a new battleground—that is, a place to make contentious claims on actors 
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who are expected to respond to them. This certainly does not mean that the conversation on Twitter 

is not influenced by what is happening in the streets or in other political venues. But it means that 

it does not merely echo and amplify actions that are really taking place on the outside. If 

mobilizations are the collective dynamics through which contentious claims are made (McAdam, 

Tarrow, and Tilly, 2001), then SNS platforms are particularly well-suited to accommodate 

mobilizations.  

Understanding the claims made on Twitter in connection to contentious events such as protests is 

not important because they might hint at what street protestors want, but because they tell us what 

online actors do. To be sure, street action remains the main site of mobilizing processes, because 

only there can protesters exercise direct, physical pressure on authorities—and at a limit, engage 

in, or respond to, political violence. But precisely in contexts where the risk of violence is 

particularly high—as was the case in the 2021 Paro—, protesters and authorities alike might find 

a safe space on the Internet (that is, safe from direct physical retaliation) to issue claims and interact 

with one another. They can also organize these interactions in a much clearer way, because they 

can contact actors separated by vast geographical distances, and bring them together on the basis 

of purely ideological or pragmatic criteria. This, obviously, is often impossible for physical 

protests, and indeed, distances (for instance between centers of power or governmental buildings) 

may be intentionally increased by authorities to escape concentrated challenges. Thus, Twitter and 

similar digital platforms offer several advantages to do exactly what standard mobilization 

typically seeks to do: make claims without being stifled by retaliations, and reach actors who are 

in a capacity to respond to these claims. 

Naturally, an argument based on a single case-study faces inherent limitations. This is not so much 

because one might raise doubts about the generalizability of the 2021 Paro. Counter-intuitively, a 

potential problem with our analysis is that it is pitched at a level of generality that transcends the 

particular experiences of Twitter users, who can only engage in a joint conversation one tweet at 

a time. By virtue of focusing on the structures that emerge from the aggregation of these tweets, 

we necessarily obliterate details or minor patterns that might nevertheless warrant analytic 

attention. A topic that we have slurred over might serve us well as an illustration. “Kpop” and 

“kpoppers” are words that have repeatedly appeared in our analyses, but they were drowned under 

other, more frequent words. Yet, far from being anecdotal, these refer to an interesting episode of 

the Paro. Thus, in our third network, these terms were connected to the Korean boy band BTS but 
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also close to former president Alvaro Uribe. Just looking at the network, it is hard to understand 

this proximity. But during the Paro in Colombia, news outlets reported that fans of Korean pop 

successfully sabotaged hashtags promoted by the ruling party, by associating those hashtag to posts 

related to this type of music.v Local knowledge is thus required to detect and understand this 

particular episode (and its network translation), precisely because, in this case, the connection 

between text and actor was intentionally manipulated by Twitter users.  

Another limitation of our analysis is that, although it presupposes that users effectively made 

claims on actors who could respond to them with practical actions, we cannot show whether these 

claims were actually received, ignored, or responded to with effective political decisions in the 

physical world. Here again, local knowledge is required to know that some of the international 

actors summoned for help did respond. Thus, the Corte Interamericana de Derechos Humanos 

(@cidh) sent a commission to Colombia and published official recommendations; likewise, the 

International Criminal Court (@IntlCrimCourt) launched an investigation into the government’s 

brutal handling of the protests. Is not easy to determine the influence of tweets on these responses, 

but it is reasonable to assume that they, at the very least, increased the pressure on international 

actors to take action (see Bob, 2001, for a general argument on how local contentious actors 

mobilize international community). 

A natural extension of the present work would therefore be to attempt to assess the effectiveness 

of the contentious performances carried out on Twitter. As we said earlier, we purposely bracketed 

concerns with questions of organizational success, to which other analysts have given greater 

attention. In exchange, we placed the issue of claim making interactions at the center of our 

analysis. The challenge that both our research design and that of success-focused analyses face is 

that we lack the means to track connections between physical and digital mobilizations. 

Presumably, some individuals take part in mobilizations occurring both physically and virtually. 

A mixed design combining digital ethnography and traditional participant observation might be 

able to follow simultaneously the activity of such individuals online and in the physical world. 

Yet, even then, we would insist that, conceptually, what would need to be observed in both cases 

is precisely that to which we have called attention here, namely, claim making interactions between 

protesters and the actors on whom they call to take political action. 
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Table 1. Trendiest topic for the 28th of April of 2021 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  Most Tweeted Longest Trending 

Trendiest 

topics for 

the 28th of 

April in 

Colombia 

1 #ParoNacional28A #NoALaReformaTributaria 

2 #NoALaReformaTributaria ESMAD 

3 Neymar #ParoNacional28A 

4 ES HOY #EsElMomentoDeParar28A 

5 Tribunal Sebastián de Belalcázar 

Trendiest 

topics for 

the 28th of 

April 

Worldwide 

1 Biden #一番信用できないことを言った奴 

2 Juliette #NoALaReformaTributaria 

3 #BBB21 Neymar 

4 #BTS_Butter Rudy 

5 Pocah #PSGMCI 

Table 1 Trendiest Twitter topic world wide and for colombia in the 20th of April of 2021 
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Figure 1. Semantic network 

 

 
Figure 1 Semantic network made out the most used terms in our corpus 

 
 



25 
 

 
 
Figure 2. Mentions Network 
 
 

 
Figure 2 Mentions network made out of the Twitter mentions (@) found in our corpus 
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Figure 3. Heterogenous Network 
 
 

 
Figure 3 Heterogenous network made otu of the most used terms and the mentions in our corpus 
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i https://twitter.com/cutcolombia/status/1376919644439777288  
ii There are two days (June 20 and 25) that were omitted because no relevant hashtags and 
keywords were found. The selected keywords and hashtags only yielded one significant false 
positive (i.e. tweets that were not about the Paro even though they seemingly used Paro-related 
words), having to do with the death of former Farc commander “Santrich”.  
iii https://www.statista.com/statistics/976587/twitter-colombia-gender-distribution/  
iv No topics related to the Paro were found after these dates. 
v https://elpais.com/internacional/2021-05-15/las-k-popers-el-azote-del-uribismo-en-redes-
sociales.html?outputType=amp  


