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ABSTRACT 

 
 

This project examines transmedia mobilization in the immigrant rights movement in 

Los Angeles. Utilizing semi-structured interviews, participatory workshops, and rich media 

archives, this analysis provides an in-depth view of the communication strategies, tools, 

and skills used by immigrant workers, students, and movement allies of many different 

backgrounds who live, struggle, and organize in streets, homes, workplaces, and 

community centers throughout the city. The research employs Communication for Social 

Change methods to help movement actors articulate their media and technology goals, 

analyze their most important obstacles, and develop a stronger praxis of digital media 

literacy. The goal of this project is to understand the conditions under which social 

movements successfully use networked communication to strengthen movement identity, 

win political and economic victories, and transform consciousness. The key findings of this 

analysis suggest that effective use is possible when the media opportunity structure 

provides openings, movement formations engage in transmedia mobilization, the movement 

develops a praxis of digital media literacy, and movement formations shift from top-down 

structures of communicative practice to horizontal, participatory structures that include their 

social base. The project contributes to social movement theory and practice as well as to the 

political economy of communication. 
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CHAPTER  ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 

 “¡Se ve! ¡Se siente! ¡El pueblo esta presente!” (“You can see it, you can feel it, the 

people are here!”) The sound of thousands of voices chanting in unison booms and echoes 

down the canyon walls formed by office buildings, worn down hotels, garment 

sweatshops, and recently renovated lofts along Broadway in downtown Los Angeles. The 

date is May 1st, 2006, and millions of people from working class immigrant families, 

mostly Latino/a, are pouring into the streets at the peak of a mobilization wave that began in 

March and swept rapidly through towns and cities across the United States. The trigger for 

the mass mobilization was the draconian Sensenbrenner bill, H.R. 4437, a Republican 

proposal to Congress which would have criminalized 11 million undocumented people as 

well as those who work with them to provide education, health care, legal counsel, and 

other services. The movement’s demands soon expanded beyond stopping Sensenbrenner 

and grew to encompass an end to Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) raids, fair 

and just immigration reform, and more broadly, respect, dignity, and recognition by Anglo 

society that immigrant workers are human beings.  

 Another chant begins to build: “¡No somos cinco, no somos cien! ¡Prensa vendida, 

cuentenos bien!” (“We aren’t five, we aren’t 100, sold-out press, count us well!”) The 

magnitude of the marches was unprecedented, and caught most sectors of the English 

language media by surprise. Major English language newspapers, TV, and radio networks, 

as well as blogs and online media, only belatedly acknowledged the sheer scale of the 

movement. Some of these outlets, in particular right-wing talk radio and Fox News, used 

the marches as an opportunity to launch xenophobic attacks against immigrant workers, 

filled with vitriolic language about “swarms” of “illegal aliens,” “anchor babies,” and 
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 2 

“diseased Mexicans.”1 Lining the streets near City Hall, a forest of dishes and antennae 

bristle from the backs of TV network satellite trucks. As the crowd passes the Fox News 

truck, the consigna (chant) changes again, becoming simple and direct: “¡Mentirosos! 

¡Mentirosos!” (“Liars! Liars!”)  

 For decades, modern social movements have aimed to capture media attention as a 

crucial component of their attempts to transform society. Those who marched over and over 

again during the spring of 2006 did so in large part to fight for increased visibility and 

voice in the political process, and they made explicit demands that the English language 

mass media accurately convey the movement’s size, message, and power. Yet during the 

last two decades, widespread changes in the communication system have deeply altered the 

relationship between social movements and the media. Following the Telecommunications 

Act of 1996, which eliminated national caps on media ownership and allowed a single 

company to own multiple stations in the same market, the broadcast industry was swept by 

a wave of consolidation.2 Spanish-language radio and television stations, once localized to 

individual cities, built significant market share, attracted major corporate advertisers, and 

were largely integrated into national and transnational communication conglomerates.3 This 

process delinked Spanish broadcasters from local programming and advertisers, while 

simultaneously constructing new shared pan-Latino identities.4 In the 2006 mobilizations, 

Spanish language print, television, and radio stations participated directly in calling people 

to the streets, in a demonstration not only of the power of the Latino working class but also 

of the growing clout of commercial, ‘pan-Latino’ Spanish language media inside the United 

States. At the same time, the rise of social media, participatory journalism, and the 

                                                
1 Chavez, 2008; Huang, 2008 
2
 McChesney, 1999 
3
 Albarran, 2007 
4
 Dávila, 2001 
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 3 

‘read/write web’5 provide new spaces for social movement actors to circulate their own 

struggles, and new real-time tactical tools for mobilization. Some movement actors, 

recognizing these changes and yet cognizant of the exclusion of large segments of their 

social base from the digital public sphere, are taking bold steps to expand their access to 

digital media tools and skills. They are also struggling to better integrate digital media into 

daily movement practices. Others, uncomfortable with the loss of message control, resist 

the opening of movement communication to a greater diversity of voices. This dissertation, 

based on three years of research and participation in the immigrant rights movement, 

explores these transformations in depth.  

Genesis and goals of the project 

 The genesis of this project can be traced to the Southern side of an invisible line in 

the desert. At the Border Social Forum in Ciudad Juarez, México, between October 12th 

and 15th, 2006, almost one thousand activists and organizers from the U.S. and México 

gathered for three days to meet, share experiences, strategize, and build a stronger 

transnational activist network against the militarization of borders, for freedom of 

movement, and for immigrant rights.6 As a communication researcher and media activist 

with the Indymedia network,7 I connected with immigrant rights organizers who were 

enthusiastic about integrating new digital media tools and skills into their work. A few of 

these organizers were based in Los Angeles. After returning from the Forum, I became 

linked to the movement networks of which they were a part. Over the next few years, we 

worked together to help integrate digital media tools, skills, and strategies into the 

immigrant rights movement’s existing popular communication practices. This experience of 
                                                
5
 Gillmor, 2005 
6
 See http://www.forosocialfronterizo.blogspot.com 
7
 See www.indymedia.org 
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working hands-on within the movement provided the foundation for my understanding of 

the core issues addressed in this dissertation, and inspired me to undertake systematic 

research that might help movement participants, organizers, and scholars better understand 

the shifting relationship between the media system and social movements.  

 Both scholars and organizers recognize that media and communications have 

everywhere become increasingly central to social movement formation and activity.8 

However, both scholarship and practice in this field have suffered from three basic 

shortcomings. First, most studies of social movements have focused exclusively on the 

mass media as the arena of public discourse, and tend to measure social movement 

outcomes by looking at articles in elite newspapers or sound bites in broadcast channels. 

Second, when scholars do turn their attention to social movements on the Internet, the 

spotlight on new communication technology often obscures the reality of everyday 

communication practices within social movements, which tend to be multimodal, cross-

platform, and as we shall see, increasingly transmedia in nature. Third, the rise of the 

Internet as a key space for social movement activity cannot be fully theorized without 

sustained attention to persistent inequality in ICT access and digital media literacies. This 

project, then, aims to better understand the conditions under which social movements are 

able to effectively use networked communication to strengthen movement identity, win 

political and economic victories, and transform consciousness. It also examines the key 

barriers to realizing effective use. The site of research is Los Angeles, and the focus is the 

immigrant rights movement.   

 

                                                
8
 Downing, 2001; Gamson, 1995; Castells, 2007, 2009 
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Chapter overview 

 The following chapters are organized around the key concepts that emerged from 

interviews and action research within the immigrant rights movement. Chapter one, the 

introduction, provides an overview of my research approach, and chapter two describes the 

site, case and context of the research. Chapter three examines the transformation of the 

media opportunity structure. Chapter four looks more closely at transmedia mobilization. 

Chapter five unpacks the praxis of digital media literacy. Chapter six investigates the 

relationship between transmedia mobilization and movement structure. Each analytical 

chapter begins with a general theoretical framework, is developed with insights, examples, 

and case studies drawn from the immigrant rights movement in Los Angeles, and 

concludes with a summary of findings. Chapter three elaborates on the changing 

composition of the media opportunity structure9 as ethnic media gains power and reach 

while social media become an integral part of daily communication practices. Chapter four 

explores how social movement actors engage in transmedia storytelling10  across converged 

communication spaces shaped by the political economy of communication,11  in practices 

that I call transmedia mobilization. Chapter five situates immigrant rights organizers’ 

attempts to overcome persistent access inequality to digital media tools and skills among 

working class immigrants within a long view of the growth of literacy,12  and connects the 

efforts of movement actors in L.A. to a larger praxis of digital media literacy. Chapter six 

employs the concept of horizontalidad,13  or horizontalism, to probe the relationship between 

transmedia mobilization and movement structure. The overarching theoretical framework is 

                                                
9
 Sampedro, 1997; Gamson, 1998; Ferree, 2002 
10
 Jenkins, 2003 

11
 Mosco, 1996; Dyer-Witheford, 1999 

12
 Williams, 1961 

13
 Sitrín, 2006 
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based on three larger bodies of work: social movement studies, the critical political 

economy of communication, and the social shaping of technology. The methodological 

approach is grounded in action research, specifically Communication for Social Change. I 

remain focused throughout on the core question: under what conditions do social 

movements effectively use networked communication to strengthen movement identity, win 

political and economic victories, and transform consciousness? Finally, the concluding 

chapter summarizes the research results and ends with a discussion of implications for the 

future of transmedia mobilization in the immigrant rights movement and beyond. 

 

Research Approach 

This study can be characterized as an action research investigation of the political 

economy of social movement media. This section posits the research questions, outlines the 

analytical framework, and notes the limitations of the research approach. 

Research question 

 The primary research question addressed in this study is: under what conditions do 

social movements effectively use networked communication to strengthen movement 

identity, win political and economic victories, and transform consciousness? When I began 

this project, I worked from the following set of hypotheses about the preconditions for 

effective networked communication by social movements.  

 Effective use of networked communication for social movement outcomes is 

possible:   

• When the social base of the movement gains basic access to digital media tools and 

skills, and when these tools and skills become incorporated into daily life; 
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• When movement actors develop a communication strategy that includes social 

media; 

• When the movement adopts new tactics in the heat of crisis or mass mobilization; 

• When the movement includes technology-literate activists who have specialized 

knowledge and skills; 

• When the movement has access to sufficient resources;  

• When movement actors shift from vertical communication practices (‘control the 

message’) to horizontal communication practices (‘engage in conversation’). 

 
The next section discusses the analytical framework. 
 

Analytical Framework 

 The following figure presents my initial analytical model of the relationship between 

social movements and the media system:  

 

Figure 1: Analytical model of social movements and media 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

PREVIE
W



 8 

 

 

In this model, social movements operate by mobilizing resources including people as well 

as political, cultural, and economic capital. Resource mobilization produces a movement that 

may be composed of various interested individuals, groups, organizations, institutions, and 

networks. The movement can be characterized by various forms of movement culture and 

by the existence of formal or informal accountability (governance) structures. The 

composition and culture of the movement heavily influence the mobilization tactics it 

deploys, during moments largely determined by the broader political opportunity structure. 

The primary goal of most mobilizations within this model is to put pressure on political 

decision makers through participation in the public sphere, which primarily means 

generating coverage in the mass media system. The media system may be theorized as more 

or less complex, especially as social media becomes more visible, but ultimately the goal is 

to create coverage in the most important newspapers and television channels, since this is 

the key to public attention and places pressure on decision makers. The broadcast media 

system generates attention, sets social and policy agendas, frames issues, and includes or 

excludes movement spokespeople by providing them with (or withholding) opportunities to 

speak, also called standing. Successful coverage by the media system thus produces social 

movement outcomes including political, cultural, and social change, and strengthens the 

movement since attention brings additional resources to the table. As we shall see, the 

dynamics of networked communication in the immigrant rights movement turn out to be 

somewhat different than this model would suggest. 

 In general, models that make strong predictive claims about social movement 

activity tend to find the ground beneath their feet washed away by the shifting sands of 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

PREVIE
W


