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Resumé 
Twitter spiller en aktiv rolle i medieringen af den politiske debat i USA, hvilket det amerikanske 
præsidentvalg 2020 er et oplagt eksempel på. Forud for valget opdaterede Twitter sine retningslinjer, i et 
forsøg på at imødekomme de implikationer som mikro-blogging-platformen står overfor som den primære 
facilitator for information, diskussion og engagement i forbindelse med præsidentvalget i 2020. Twitters 
kontinuerlige tilpasning til dets omverden, eksempelvis via dets løbende opdatering af brugervilkår- og 
politikker, er samtidig en refleksion af den dynamiske og gensidige påvirkning mellem platformen og dens 
brugere. 
 
På baggrund heraf undersøger denne specialeafhandling det dynamiske forhold mellem Twitter og dets 
brugere ud fra et affordance perspektiv, samt hvordan Twitters rolle som teknologi kan forstås i forhold til 
det amerikanske valg i 2020, der fungerer som opgavens empiriske casestudie. Undersøgelsen har til formål 
at bidrage til den eksisterende litteratur om informations- og kommunikationsteknologiers rolle i socialt 
konstruerede sammenhænge, hvor denne afhandling søger at bygge bro mellem huller i litteraturen inden 
for sociale mediers indlfydesle på valgprocesser. 
 
Twitters rolle i det amerikanske præsidentvalg 2020 kan undersøges og forstås på mange måder. Det 
relationelle Affordance koncept i kombination med vores videnskabsteoretiske tilgang, sociomaterialisme, 
gør os i stand til at undersøge hvilke specifikke affordances der opstår i samspillet mellem Twitter og 
brugerne, baseret på analyse af Twitters funktioner og netnografisk indsamlede tweets, og placeret i 
kontekster fra en række skelsættende begivenheder fra valgperioden. Vores undersøgelser viser, at 
Twitters affordances skabes i interaktion med brugerne.  
 
Kommunikation fra få til mange og facilitering af politisk diskussion er blandt de vigtigste affordances, som 
kan sammenfattes i under et paraplybegreb: Facilitering af netværk. 
 
I den videre undersøgelse af Twitters rolle i forbindelse med valget anlægger denne afhandling 
perspektiverne fra henholdsvis Duttons (2009) The Fifth Estate og Gatekeeping teori. Vores fund herfra 
viser, at Twitters rolle som facilitator af netværk online har alvorlige konsekvenser i en offline 
sammenhæng, samt at både de traditionelle nyhedsmedier og statslige institutioner er opmærksomme på 
Twitters voksende indflydelse. I forlængelse heraf påtager Twitter sig rollen som gatekeeper af information, 
både i forhold til nyhedsmediernes distribution af information på platformen, men også i forhold til 
brugerne af Twitter, som ikke har nogen reelle alternativer til Twitters unikke platform. 

Acknowledgements 
We would like to send a special “thank you” to our supervisor, Hans Krause Hansen, for his always positive 
energy, guidance, inspiration and interest in our project. It has been a real a pleasure. Muchísimas gracias.  

We also want to thank Malene Lind for guidance and highly qualified sparring, even in the midst of your 
own thesis project. To both Malene Lind and Per Lange, thank you for letting us set up a thesis camp in your 
home. Sorry for finishing the coffee stash.   



                                                                                         Twitter’s role in the 2020 US presidential election 
 

2 
 

Table of Contents 
Resumé ............................................................................................................................................... 1 

Acknowledgements ............................................................................................................................ 1 

Introduction ....................................................................................................................................... 5 

Motivation ..................................................................................................................................... 5 

Background .................................................................................................................................... 5 

Research Question ......................................................................................................................... 6 

Structure of the thesis ................................................................................................................... 7 

Literature Review ........................................................................................................................... 8 

Literature on Communication Technologies .............................................................................. 9 

Literature on Affordances ......................................................................................................... 11 

Literature on the American elections ....................................................................................... 12 

Gaps to bridge – Sub Questions ............................................................................................... 14 

Introducing Twitter ...................................................................................................................... 15 

Empirical case: The American presidential election 2020 .......................................................... 16 

Theory .............................................................................................................................................. 19 

Theoretical Position ..................................................................................................................... 19 

View on Technology in Technological Determinism ................................................................. 20 

View on Technology in Social Constructivism .......................................................................... 21 

View on Technology in Socio-Materialism ................................................................................ 22 

Affordances .................................................................................................................................. 23 

Gibson’s Affordance concept ................................................................................................... 23 

Hutchby’s Affordance concept ................................................................................................. 24 

Gaver’s Hidden Affordance concept ......................................................................................... 26 

Dutton: The Fifth Estate ............................................................................................................... 27 

The threats of the Fifth Estate .................................................................................................. 29 

Modern equivalents to the original Estates ............................................................................. 29 

Gatekeeping Analysis ................................................................................................................... 30 

Lewinsky’s Gatekeeping concept .............................................................................................. 30 

Network Gatekeeping Theory .................................................................................................. 31 

Method ............................................................................................................................................. 34 

Case study .................................................................................................................................... 34 

Case: Twitter in the context of the US presidential election ...................................................... 36 

Qualitative method and data-collection ..................................................................................... 37 



                                                                                         Twitter’s role in the 2020 US presidential election 
 

3 
 

Events ....................................................................................................................................... 38 

Documents ............................................................................................................................... 39 

Netnographic observations ...................................................................................................... 39 

Secondary data sources ............................................................................................................ 41 

Analysis ............................................................................................................................................ 43 

1: Affordances .............................................................................................................................. 43 

Twitter’s distinctive functions .................................................................................................. 43 

Social Media Comparison-Matrix ............................................................................................. 53 

Twitter functions as co-constructed ......................................................................................... 53 

Twitter’s affordances ................................................................................................................... 54 

Affordance 1: The Hidden Affordances ................................................................................... 55 

Affordance 2: Information distribution ................................................................................... 58 

Affordance 3: Interactive-ness and Political Discussions ........................................................ 62 

Empirical events ........................................................................................................................... 66 

Twitter in preparation for the Election Period ......................................................................... 66 

Twitter adding warning labels to tweets .................................................................................. 67 

The New York Post article ......................................................................................................... 68 

#StopTheSteal ........................................................................................................................... 72 

Sub-conclusion: Twitter affording network of networks .......................................................... 77 

2: The Fifth Estate Analysis .......................................................................................................... 79 

The power of the #StopTheSteal network ................................................................................ 80 

The Congressional Hearing on Misinformation ........................................................................ 82 

Blocking of New York Post ........................................................................................................ 87 

Sub-conclusion on Twitter as a part of the Fifth Estate ............................................................ 89 

3: Network Gatekeeping analysis ................................................................................................ 90 

Network Gatekeeper Identification .......................................................................................... 92 

Network Gatekeeper Salience .................................................................................................. 94 

Sub-conclusion: Twitter’s Gatekeeping role towards its users ............................................... 104 

Discussion ....................................................................................................................................... 107 

Conclusion ...................................................................................................................................... 114 

References ...................................................................................................................................... 124 
 
  



                                                                                         Twitter’s role in the 2020 US presidential election 
 

4 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Introduction 



                                                                                         Twitter’s role in the 2020 US presidential election 
 

5 
 

Introduction 

Motivation 

While roaming through social and mainstream media in October 2020, it was inevitable not to notice head-

lines and news about the American presidential election. Especially Donald Trump and his spectacular com-

munication, typically carried out in massive volumes via short-length tweets, on Twitter. We started seeing 

debates over how Twitter kept a grip on Donald Trump by adding labels to his tweets and thereby somewhat 

controlling the information. We debated over the fact that a social media platform, such as Twitter, had an 

agency to control, or at least challenge the legitimacy, of the information coming from the sitting President 

of the United States – a position typically known to be one of the most powerful in the world. 

 

While we had spent almost two years of our Master’s programme studying the impact of digital media on 

organisation and communication, we had developed a critical approach to the intersection between commu-

nication technologies and how it affects the way in which humans organise themselves. That sparked our 

initial curiosity and research into the field of Twitter, one of the most used social media platforms, and how 

the platform was both facilitating but also limiting, or at least determining human communication. We found 

that it was not only Donald Trump’s communicative activities but rather the whole phenomenon of the pres-

idential election that constituted an interesting case of investigation for the forthcoming thesis.  

 

Background 
Over the twelve years that Donald Trump had a Twitter account, from its creation in May 2009 until his 

permanent ban in January 2021, the former President tweeted more than 57,000 times to his 89 million 

followers (Madhani & Colvin, 2021). During his presidency alone, Trump tweeted more than 25,000 times – 

an average of 18 tweets per day (ibid.). In addition, Trump’s spokesman Sean Spicer stated that Trump's 

tweets were considered "official statements made by the President of the United States” (Landers, 2017). 

 

Between May 18th and October 16th, 2020, Twitter censored the President at the time, Donald Trump and 

accounts belonging to his re-election campaign 64 times (Flood, 2020). In comparison, Trump’s opponent in 

the election campaign, Joe Biden, had not been censored by Twitter one single time (ibid.). In order for Twit-

ter to be prepared for the upcoming American election in 2020, the Policy and Safety team of the platform 

announced on October 9th a series of additional steps it would take to be able to “facilitate a meaningful 

political debate” (Gadde & Beykpour, 2020). 
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On and around Election Day on November 3rd, 2020, Twitter’s censorship of Trump and various other elec-

tion-related posts intensified. On November 5th, Twitter had censored almost half of Donald Trump’s tweets 

in 24 hours, because of his claim that the election had been stolen from him (Murphy & Dempsey, 2020) and 

by November 12th, had labelled 300,000 tweets related to the presidential election as ‘disputed’ (Conger, 

2020). 

 

In relation to the events and circumstances stated above, we have set out to investigate Twitter’s role in 

connection with the 2020 American Presidential Election. Using a socio-materialistic approach, we want to 

examine Twitter as a technology on one side and the reciprocal influence on its users on the other side, in 

which the 2020 election serves as our empirical case. 

 

Twitter as a technological platform is consistently changing and evolving to adapt to its socially constructed 

surroundings, and that is the area that we seek to analyse through a socio-materialistic perspective; by in-

cluding both the technological and social constructive aspects of the phenomenon. The recent case of the 

2020 election is therefore highly applicable because it allows us to analyse Twitter’s actions in an empirical 

setting, such as the platform’s changing of policies and censoring of tweets as mentioned above. 

The reciprocal relationship between Twitter and its users is a central aspect of Twitter’s continuous adaption 

to its surroundings, including its role in the 2020 election. 

 

Research Question  

This relationship is therefore at the centre of our research, in which the purpose is to contribute to the liter-

ature within the field of communication studies, more specifically, the dynamic aspect of social media plat-

forms and their influence in a social context. Our thesis uses the following research question as to its point 

of departure: On the basis of the affordances that emerge in the dynamic relationship between Twitter and 

its users, how can Twitter’s role as a technology be understood in relation to the empirical case of the 2020 

US election?  

 

As the research question implies, affordance theory acts as the basis for the analysis of the relationship be-

tween Twitter and its users, as well as how the platform’s role in the election can be understood. In this 

connection, we will apply Hutchby’s (2001) relational affordance concept, which allows us to integrate and 

analyse the dynamic relationship between Twitter and its users. This affordance concept builds upon Gibson’s 

(1979) original concept, in which artefacts has innate affordances perceptible for usage to their environment. 
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With Hutchby’s notion of affordances, on the other hand, we can analyse the reciprocity between Twitter 

and its users in accordance with the socio-materialistic approach. 

 

How Twitter’s role in the 2020 election can be understood will subsequently be further analysed via two 

different theoretical perspectives building on one another, based on the findings from the affordance analy-

sis. First through the lens of Dutton’s (2009) Fifth Estate theory, and secondly via the theory of Gatekeeping, 

mainly Nahon’s (2008) concept of Network Gatekeeping. 

 

These theories were chosen on the basis of the existing literature within the overall themes of online com-

munication technologies, Twitter and Twitter in relation to elections. In the following literature review, we 

will present what we found in the existing literature and argue why we find this abovementioned theoretical 

framework to be of relevance in order to contribute to the academic literature.   

 

Structure of the thesis 
 
The thesis begins with a literature view providing an overview of the existing literature within our field of 

study, along with identifying potential gaps for our research to bridge. Subsequently, we introduce our anal-

ysis object, Twitter, to provide the reader with a seminal and preliminary understanding of the subject. This 

part introduces Twitter as an organisation, describes the aspects of Twitter that we include in the thesis, and 

introduces our empirical case in the thesis: The American presidential election 2020. 

 

With this fundamental background knowledge in place, we move on to the theory and methodology section. 

We begin this by introducing our scientific theoretical position, Socio-materialism, including a description of 

the view on technology within the field, as well as comparing it to that of Technological Determinism and 

Social Constructivism. 

Following this, we introduce and explain our use of the three major theories in the analysis of our research 

question, Affordance theory, Fifth Estate theory, and Gatekeeping theory. We explain different takes on the 

theories, argue why they are relevant, and elaborate on how they will be applied in the analysis. 

 

After the presentation of our theoretical framework, we move on to introduce our methods used in the re-

search. The method section begins with an explication of the qualitative case study, in which the possibilities 

and limitations of the case study are reviewed. Next, our qualitative data collection is described, including 
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the events we analyse and the empirical documents and articles we use. Afterwards, we introduce Netnogra-

phy as a method for collecting and processing the tweets we analyse. 

 

Our analysis begins with an explication of those of Twitter’s functions that form the basis of the affordance 

analysis. Next, we identify and analyse three affordances arising from the interplay between Twitter and its 

users. The Affordance analysis rounds off with three empirical events relating to the election 2020, analysed 

based on the identified affordances. 

Twitter’s role in the election will subsequently be analysed using the Fifth Estate perspective initially and 

Network Gatekeeping Theory afterwards. Finally, the thesis will discuss the findings, limitations, and contri-

butions to the existing literature and subsequently conclude on the research question and sub-questions. 

 

Literature Review 

The literature review examines the existing research on the thesis’ overall theme in order to place our re-

search on Twitter’s role in the US election within the broader academic context.  

Firstly, the broader field of communication technologies, hereunder Twitter, is examined with a focus on 

online communication practices and technological development. Secondly, literature regarding Twitter in 

relation to political matters is presented. Reviewing the existing literature allows us to base our research 

upon the existing academia and enable us to critically identify possible ‘gaps’ in the literature. More so, iden-

tifying perspectives that we see potential in exploring more in-depth or from a different point of views. Thus, 

contributing to bridge the potential ‘gaps’, and thereby contribute to the existing academia, with new per-

spectives.  

Naturally, this subject is very comprehensive, which means that a lot of literature already exists within the 

field. This aspect increases the importance for this thesis to find and choose its particular spot in the litera-

ture, guided by and therefore dependent on a clear and narrow delimitation of the area that is being ana-

lysed. 

 

The majority of the literature search for this review has been done via Libsearch and Google Scholar. Lib-

search is Copenhagen Business School’s digital bibliographic database, and Google Scholar is the world’s larg-

est academic search engine, with an estimated 389 million documents, journals, articles, and books (Gusen-

bauer, 2019). 

 

We used specific keywords while searching for literature with “Twitter” as the main theme in combination 

with phrases such as “socio-materialism” and “influence on election 2020/2016”. These search terms were 
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selected based on preliminary screening of the existing literature within the field. We found that theories 

such as affordances and gatekeeping were prominent themes within this field of Twitter studies; meanwhile, 

we were unable to identify research similar to the one we were planning on conducting.  

 

The search terms mentioned above have given us an overview of the existing literature within our subject in 

a broad sense, as well as more specifically within the different theoretical frameworks that we considered 

relevant for our thesis.  

 

Literature on Communication Technologies 

Although networking technologies and platforms initially seemed to appear (especially during the early 

stages of the Internet) as a promising space on which the public sphere could be sustained, our literature 

research on the topic indicates mixed beliefs, interpretations and onions about the potential of these net-

working technologies. For instance, Dahlgren (2005) suggest that the Internet has the potential to destabilise 

political communication systems, which he believes to be a positive impact that may diffuse old patterns. 

Dahlgren emphasises that the Internet enables citizen engagement in counter publics, potentially leading to 

new democratic practices.  

 

Geiger (2009) suggests that the question: “What is the role of the Internet-based discourse communities in 

the constitution of the public sphere?” is more appropriate and suiting than “is the Internet (part of) a new 

public sphere?” (p. 24). While emphasising the role the algorithms play in the new space, Geiger notes that 

the public sphere operates on a microlevel, whereas the macrolevel structure is founded in the algorithms, 

which in turn can be more uncontestably, invisible and eventually more powerful, pointing to the fact that 

Twitter’s elaborate use of algorithms constitutes exactly such an invisible power.  

 

Dahlgren (2005) and Geiger (2009) view the Internet as a relatively positive development. Meanwhile, some 

scholars find that networked technologies have mixed effects on the formation and the performance of the 

public sphere. For instance, Papacharissi (2002) argues that although communication technologies have the 

ability to enrichen political discussion via providing access to information, the Internet also has the potential 

to cause fragmentation of the political discourses and compromise representativeness. 

 

The body of social media literature consists of a substantial number of studies that view online platforms as 

spaces resembling the concept of public sphere’s (Ausserhofer & Maireder, 2013; Bruns et al., 2011; El-Na-

wawy & Khamis, 2010). The notion of naming domains of online activity as spheres; for example, 
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‘blogosphere’ (Al-Ani et al. 2012; Tremayne et al., 2006), or ‘Twittersphere’ (Ausserhofer & Maireder, 2013), 

is quite common within the literature on social media. The public sphere, according to Dahlgren (2005) by 

Habermas, is a “constellation of communicative spaces in society that permit the circulation of information, 

ideas, debates—ideally in an unfettered manner—and also the formation of political will.” (p. 148) 

 

We find that this literature establishes a form of sphere concept that is interesting, especially in the study of 

Twitter that – as we will show – constitutes and works by such spheres (mainly through the use of the signs 

# and @). Furthermore, it allows for a more in-depth analysis of, for example, how the power of these online 

spheres relates to the offline world or other spheres. That is of particular interest in our study of the presi-

dential election, which, of course, is a real-world event, and to the interaction between Twitter and main-

stream media. 

 

Furthermore, media scholars have powerfully demonstrated that platforms are not neutral tools but rather 

structure users’ experiences and options. Above, we briefly touched upon the power of the widely used al-

gorithms, but also factors such as the ownership structures of social networking sites that tie users to pro-

viders’ policies and politics, as well as the implication of platforms – such as Twitter – being a for-profit busi-

ness (Gillespie, 2010; Hands, 2013; Papacharissi, 2010; Papacharissi & Mendelson, 2011; Postigo, 2014).  

 

There is a growing body of literature that conceptualises the emerging media platforms by considering their 

affordances, architecture, and ways in which technical elements restructure communication flows among 

networked groups of users. In general, this scholarly discourse consists of studies representing two outlets 

of the topic: 1) academic work that discusses how platform affordances or architecture shapes the interaction 

and collective behaviour (Boyd, 2011; Bruns & Burgess, 2011; Bruns & Moe, 2014) and 2) research that focus 

on novel conceptions of the online interactions, for example, connected presence (Licoppe & Smoreda, 2005), 

public spherules (Holmes, 2002), or a form of digital togetherness (Marino, 2015). In research on Twitter, we 

find that especially the insights into how it shapes interaction and behaviour is interesting, since Twitter, as 

a platform that promotes short messages, is not aimed at or suited for creating strong senses of community 

and togetherness. Hence, these approaches seem to be more relevant for platforms such as Facebook.  

 

We also find that although these studies capture nuanced aspects of online activity, the field requires more 

work that conceptualises the use of specific social media platforms. Furthermore, we find that more nuances 

are required in regard to understanding the process of how and to what extent people and users are influ-

encing and shaping the platform. This insight would be an important contribution to the literature, where 
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many scholars seem to have a less interactive and more static view, assuming that it is predominantly the 

technical elements that shape the communication.  

 

Social media sites, such as Twitter, have allowed audiences to take part in the news construction process. 

Through such sites, audiences can publicise their opinions about issues as well as criticise each other and the 

news media (Craft, Vos, & Wolfgang, 2015). Users can share information, photos, and videos through social 

media platforms, for example, regarding news events they witness and thereby jumping the gates of gate-

keepers such as traditional journalists (Hermida, 2011; Jewitt, 2009); as a result, users gain a more powerful 

role.  

 

Identifying who controls the access to the arena in order to understand the phenomenon of users’ engage-

ment in public debates points to the relevance of Gatekeeping theory. Gatekeeping is a theory of information 

control that provides a framework to understand how bits of information about issues and events pass 

through a range of gates, get transformed in the process, and end up in other contexts, e.g., the news (Shoe-

maker & Vos, 2009). It refers to “the process of selecting, writing, editing, positioning, scheduling, repeating, 

and otherwise massaging information to become news” (Shoemaker, Vos, & Reese, 2008: p. 73).  

 

While many scholars focus on how users and regular people become part of the news production and thereby 

overcome the typical gatekeepers of traditional journalism, we have discovered numerous indicators that 

Twitter, as the facilitating platform, is also performing a form of gatekeeping that limits the access to the 

platform. In our literature search, we found no evidence of research into this process, and hence, this disser-

tation will attempt to contribute to the body of knowledge by providing a better understanding of this dy-

namic. 

 

Literature on Affordances 

Affordance theory is a central part of our research and analysis, and in our experience from reading other 

affordance analyses of Twitter and other social media, it is a theory that set the stage for many different 

analysis designs, depending on how the author interprets the theory. We have therefore found a wide array 

of different approaches to affordance analyses of Twitter, which both gave us inspiration to what approach 

we should take, as well as helped us find a blind spot in the literature that our analysis could bridge. 

 

Bucher and Helmond (2018) provide a comprehensive example of how an affordance analysis of social media 

(including Twitter) can be carried out. The two authors conceptualise affordances, dividing the notion into 
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categories such as perceivable, technology, social, and communicative. The section on perceivable af-

fordances also includes Gaver’s (1991) notion of hidden affordances, which this thesis also incorporates since 

Twitter has determining features that are not perceptible to the users. Bucher and Helmond (2018) examine 

how social media platforms may afford different things to various types of users, including end-users, devel-

opers, and advertisers while considering how users are connected through different possibilities for action. 

 

Bucher and Helmond found that Twitter’s new algorithmic timeline does not only afford end-users to receive 

relevant content first but also that this, in its turn, is established by those same end-users, thereby affording 

things back to the algorithm and the platform. In this way, the article is recognising the reciprocal relationship 

between Twitter and its users.  

 

The affordance analyses of Twitter in other articles are varying in the subjects they analyse Twitter up against, 

e.g. information dissemination, regimes of visibility, and framing techniques. However, none of them is ana-

lysing Twitter’s affordances in regard to the 2020 American election. Molyneux and Mourão (2017) do include 

the 2016 election in their affordance analysis of Twitter by examining how news professionals and organisa-

tions are employing new affordances of Twitter as they engage their audiences on the platform. However, 

this study evolves around how political journalists are utilising Twitter’s affordances in their news production, 

with the case material deriving from the 2016 presidential election. In contrast to this, we focus on the 2020 

election, which provides a differentiated case than Molyneux and Mourão, especially in terms of current 

relevance. On top of that, they focus on political journalists utilising Twitter’s affordances, whereas our focus 

is more on the dynamic relationship between Twitter and the overall user group. Nevertheless, we still find 

Molyneux and Mourão’s research relevant, as they utilise affordances in an analysis of Twitter in an American 

election context.  

 

Literature on the American elections 

Searches related to Twitter’s influence on elections in both 2016 and 2020 provide a broad pallet of results, 

which investigates multiple aspects of the election and the campaigns, as well as place Twitter in different 

roles. Either as a passive facilitator or an active mediator. Two of the returning subjects are fake news and 

polarization, which both were big topics of conversation during the 2016 election. The articles on Twitter and 

fake news focus on the issue of the spread of misinformation on Twitter but do not assign Twitter an active 

role in the examination of the subject. One example is Bovet and Makse’s (2019) research, which investigates 

the dynamics and influence of fake news via a dataset of 171 million tweets in the five months leading up to 

the election in 2016 (Bovet & Makse, 2019). This quantitative study provides us with insight into the 
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significant amount of fake news fluctuating among users via Twitter (25% of the tweets in their dataset). They 

highlighted Twitter’s issue of limiting the spread of misinformation on the platform.  

Bovet and Makse find that the top influencers who are spreading traditional centre and left-leaning news 

largely influence the activity of Clinton supporters. However, this causality is reversed when it comes to fake 

news; here, the activity of Trump supporters influences the dynamics of the top fake news spreaders. 

 

An example of literature in which Twitter is assigned more influence in regard to the 2016 election is Galdieri 

et al. (2018), who explore Twitter’s impact in shaping the 2016 election along with what impact Twitter could 

have in future elections. Galdieri et al. go into depth with how Twitter’s distinctive functions afford (without 

using the affordance notion) certain actions and outcomes, regarding how discussions about the 2016 elec-

tion were shaped, along with which subjects that became popular on the platform.  

 

Another frequently occurring subject in relation to Twitter and the latest American elections include Trump’s 

rhetoric on the platform and the impact hereof. On the basis of the 2020 election, Pérez-Curiel et al. (2021) 

take up subjects such as political populism and polarisation facilitated by Twitter by examining the strategies 

that framed the messages of populism on Twitter via an analysis of Trump’s storytelling in comparison to the 

media’s coverage of the election period. Pérez-Curiel et al. found that populist politicians reproduced the 

discourse of fraud and conspiracy theories, which was a typical characteristic of Trump’s politics on Twitter. 

In addition, the negative bias of the media was confirmed by giving prominence to the rhetoric of disinfor-

mation that overlaps with the theory of populism. 

 

Groshek and Tandoc (2016) combine both Gatekeeping theory and Affordance theory in their study of gate-

keeping in intersection with the technological affordances of social media platforms in relation to the con-

tinuing negotiation of journalistic norms and routines in a political setting. They examine tweets about the 

racially charged shooting of Michael Brown in 2014 in Fergusson, Missouri, and the subsequent protests that 

the incident ignited. The research found that large news organisations and affiliated journalists were least 

present and only marginally engaged in covering the protests and that instead, other Twitter users emerged 

as far more prominent gatekeepers by controlling the conversation. 

 

Chowdhury et al. (2021) have conducted one of the most recent literary works within the field. They examine 

violations and subsequent moderations in connection with the 2020 election and the appertaining discussion 

on Twitter. The authors focus on plausible reasons for the suspension, based on Twitter’s rules and policies 

by identifying suspended users and comparing their activities and assets with non-suspended users. The 
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analysis concludes that suspended users violate Twitter’s ruleset at a higher rate than non-suspended users 

across all the measured aspects, such as hate speech, offensiveness, and spamming. This article is particularly 

interesting because of the area it focuses on, which is similar to the one that initially sparked our interest; 

Twitter’s actions and their impact in connection with the 2020 election.  

 

What we have found in the above review of literature are the following gaps:  

1. A need for more nuances and emphasis on the importance of people and users as shapers and co-

creators of online media, in opposition to the more static views that proposes that technical elements 

alone are shaping the communication. Therefore, we have chosen Hutchby’s (2001) relational af-

fordance concept in our analysis 

2. A need for a more in-depth analysis of, for example, how the power of online spheres relates to the 

offline world or other spheres. Therefore, our analysis will draw on perspectives from Dutton (2009), 

which enables categorisation of Twitter as a part of a Fifth Estate (in similarity to the sphere concept) 

in order to incorporate an analysis of the power position of the Fifth Estate and the ‘fights’ with other 

estates.  

3. That Web 2.0 and its related ICT’s (Information and Communication Technologies), such as Twitter, 

enables the public to overcome typical gatekeepers such as traditional journalists. However, we have 

discovered numerous indicators that Twitter, as a facilitating platform, are performing a form of 

gatekeeping. Therefore, an investigation into gatekeeping mechanisms in relation to Twitter and its 

users is of relevance. On the basis hereof, we find Nahon’s (2008) Network Gatekeeping Theory to 

be highly relevant as a new perspective of the power dynamics between Twitter and its users.  

 

Gaps to bridge – Sub Questions 

In order to elaborate on the research question presented in the thesis introduction, and as an attempt to 

bring new knowledge into the field of communication technologies in social practice, we have identified 

‘gaps’ within the literature. These gaps give us a direction for the coming analysis, and on the basis hereof, 

three sub-questions have been formulated, with the aim to shed light on the overall research question:  

1. What are the Affordances that emerge in the interplay between Twitter and its users, understood in 

the context of the US election?    

2. What is Twitter’s role as a facilitator of online networks in relation to other parts of social life, such 

as the legal and political landscape as well as mainstream media?   

3. To what extent does Twitter assume the role of a gatekeeper towards its users, and what are the 

effects on the gatekeeping relationship? 
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Taking on the foundational perspective of socio-materialism allows us to approach the communication tech-

nology’s influence from an angle that is rarely visited by other communication technology scholars. While 

the relevant studies presume that humans and materials (technologies) are distinct and largely independent 

entities, the socio-materialistic perspective emphasises agency that rather represents the relational, shifting, 

and emergent capability in the association of actors (both the material and human agents).  

 

Introducing Twitter  

Twitter is a microblogging and social networking platform, founded and headquartered in California in 2006. 

The Twitter platform can be accessed through its website interface or via the mobile-device application soft-

ware – the app, and prior to April 2020, the service could also be accessed via SMS, a function that is now 

out of service (Kastrenakes, 2020). On the Twitter platform, individuals can sign up with a user profile, which 

enables them to post and interact with messages referred to as tweets. Registered users can post, like, and 

retweet tweets, while unregistered users can only read them (ibid.).   

 

Twitter was initially created by (current CEO) Jack Dorsey together with Noah Glass, Biz Stone, and Evan Wil-

liams in March 2006 and launched in July of that year (Meyer, 2019). In 2012, more than 100 million users 

were posting 340 million tweets a day (Twitter Inc, 2012). In 2013, it was one of the ten most-visited web-

sites and had been described as the SMS of the Internet. Twitter’s user amount has been grown massively 

into the 33o million active users in 2021 (Iqbal). Twitter is a some-to-many social media service, given the 

fact that the majority of tweets are generated by a small minority of users (Wojcik & Hughes, 2019). 

 

Twitter: Finance 

In September 2013, Twitter announced filing papers for the US Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) 

ahead of a planned stock market listing.  In November 2013, Twitter officially became a publicly traded com-

pany (NY Times, DealBook, 2013). In May 2021, Twitter’s net worth was $40.47 billion (MacroTrends, 

2021). 

 

In 2020, Twitter’s revenue was $3.72 billion, which represents an increase of 7% from the previous year 

(Twitter, Fiscal Report, 2020). According to Twitter’s Fiscal report, the company gains the majority of its rev-

enue from the sale of advertising services, such as 1) promoted Tweets (labelled ‘promoted’) that enable the 

advertisers to target an audience based on an individual account’s interest graph – and promoted Trends 

(also labelled) that appear at the top of the list of trending topics or on the targeted timelines for an entire 
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day, either in a particular country or on a global basis (Twitter, Fiscal Report, 2020). Also, Twitter generates 

revenue by licensing its data to third parties and providing mobile advertising exchange services (ibid.). 

 

In 2019 Twitter had 4900 employees, a 25% increase from 2018. In 2020 it increased 12% from the previous 

year, resulting in 5500 employees located across 35 global offices, most of them located around the US, but 

also in prominent international locations such as Paris, Dubai and London (Statista, 2021). 

 

Twitter: Political majority 

In the 2020 US election cycle, it was found that 89.22% ($543,875) of donations from Twitter employees 

toward the category of "congressional candidates" went to Democrats, versus 1.98% ($12,106) to Republi-

cans. The rest went to ‘other’ (Center for Responsive Politics, n.d.). A similar result was seen in 2018 when 

95.5% of the employees donated to Democrats versus 4.15% of donations to Republicans. The above data 

clearly illustrates that the far majority of Twitter’s employees are Democrats (ibid.). 

 

Twitter: As an analysis object 

When investigating Twitter in the coming analysis, we address Twitter as the technology, understood as the 

materiality within the socio-materiality, as well as the Affordance linguistics. In order to thoroughly investi-

gate Twitter, it must be understood as more than just a piece of software operating via the Internet. In the 

coming analysis, Twitter is understood as constituted by firstly, Twitter’s technological features and secondly, 

the Twitter organisation, including the numerous employees. They control the Twitter interface and actions 

performed on the platform, including the policies and Terms of Service, which, if breached, may result in 

users being sanctioned. Human actors – employees, are ongoingly controlling the Twitter platform and ac-

tively engaging with the social world surrounding it, in the name of Twitter. Thus, altogether the abovemen-

tioned parts of Twitter form the phenomenon of the materiality and that which the users interact with. 

 

Empirical case: The American presidential election 2020 

Initially, we became fascinated with news-headliners emphasising how Twitter would label tweets by Donald 

Trump, the at-the-time President of the United States. That started our discussion of unfolding the theme of 

Twitter as a communication technology controlling information in such a crucial time for democratic partici-

pation. While researching on whether the topic had substantial contexts and frameworks or not, we found 

numerous articles that highlighted the actions taken by Twitter in relation to the political information and 

communication happening via the platform. This motivated us to choose the US election 2020 as an empirical 

case for our thesis research. 
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The presidential election in 2020 was the 59th quadrennial presidential election and was officially counted 

on November 3rd, 2020, with a presidential campaigning period lasting several months (Lemire et al. 2020). 

The presidential election in the United States 2020 was a race between the sitting president Donald Trump 

representing the Republican party against previous Vice President under the Obama administration, Joseph 

Biden (referred to as Joe Biden) representing the Democratic party (ibid.). 

The presidential campaigning period, as well as the official election on November 3rd, was heavily affected by 

the current COVID-19 pandemic (Philipose, 2020). The pandemic upended almost every aspect of this elec-

tion cycle, from how the presidential campaigns were conducted to how the US citizens ultimately voted. 

Rallies were held virtually, political conventions were called off, debates rescheduled, a record number of 

ballots were sent by post in opposition to physical voting, and in the middle of it all, President Donald Trump 

himself tested positive for the virus (ibid.).  

On November 7th, 2020, Joe Biden has announced the winner of the presidential election and the 46th presi-

dent of the United States (Lemire et al. 2020). His victory came delayed after more than three days of uncer-

tainty as the election officials sorted through a surge of mail-in votes (due to the COVID-19 pandemic) that 

delayed the processing of some ballots (Philipose, 2020). Meanwhile, the votes were still being counted, and 

Donald Trump falsely claimed victory in the presidential race and stated that the numbers pointing towards 

Joe Biden’s victory, was a result of the election be fraudulent and stolen (Smith, 2020). 

In an election period that was not fit for physical presence, citizens, as well as officials, took it online, espe-

cially to Twitter, that claimed record levels of election-related conversation volumes of political communica-

tion and engagement on the platform (Gadde & Beykpour, 2020). 

On the basis of the above, the US election period and the circumstances of COVID-19, which forced a lot of 

online activity, constitutes an interesting framework to examine how an online communication technology 

such as Twitter played a role in facilitating the political debate relating to the 2020 election. 
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2. Theory 
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Theory  
The following section describes our theoretical position and presents the theories we use in the thesis’ anal-

ysis. As technology and society are key concepts in the thesis, all our chosen theories originate from the field 

of Science, Technology and Society, or STS. The STS research field is broad since most academia is somehow 

focused on either science, technology and/or society. This is reflected in the research we find within the STS 

area, where topics, methods and theories are very diverse (Jensen, Lauritsen & Olesen, 2007). However, our 

approach to the field is rooted in a Constructivist perspective, more specifically in the Socio-materialistic 

field, which will be introduced below. 

 

Theoretical Position 

Since our field of study is placed in the interaction between human and technology, the theoretical and 

methodological bases of our thesis are rooted in the Socio-materialistic perspective developed by Orlikowski. 

It is an attempt to develop an understanding of the intricate dynamics between humans interacting with each 

other in a socially constructed yet material world with sophisticated emergent technologies facilitating and 

shaping social interaction. 

 

Within this perspective, the social and the material are studied simultaneously, recognising that they are 

closely entangled. Hence, the social is understood as the interactions between humans and the material (e.g. 

technology, physical space, furniture), and in this interaction, the two both shape and are shaped by one 

another (Plesner & Husted, 2019). The socio (social) refers to the symbols, meanings, relations, sentiments, 

and discourses. The ‘material’ is not limited to the physical or materialised. Instead, it refers to ‘all things’ in 

our lives such as, but not limited to, technology and media (ibid.). 

 

The interconnectedness and constitutive character of the social and the material implies, according to Or-

likowski & Scott (2008), that there is no social that is not also material, and no material that is not also social. 

Hence, all materiality must be understood as social because it was created through social processes, and it is 

used and interpreted in social contexts, and furthermore, all social actions are made possible due to some 

sort of materiality (Leonardi, 2012: p. 32). 

 

Socio-materialism builds on a relational ontology: The idea that everything, social and material, exists 

through their contextual relations. Orlikowski & Scott (2008) conceives the social and materialistic as insep-

arable by nature since they are both socially constructed: “Entities (whether humans or technologies) have 
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no inherent properties, but acquire form, attributes, and capabilities through their interpretation”. (p. 21). 

Thus, socio-materiality seeks to establish a new understanding of materiality as inherent in everyday activi-

ties and relations. Thus humans and objects only exist in their intertwined relations (ibid.). 

 

Drawing on Socio-materialism allows us to bridge the conflicting views on technology that is found in much 

organisational research and literature, primarily between the Deterministic and Social Constructivist view on 

technology. The following section will first describe these two perspectives, with the aim of showing how 

they differ from one another, and furthermore to illustrate how socio-materialism, to some extent, bridges 

the gap and thereby becomes particularly useful for the research in this thesis.  

 

View on Technology in Technological Determinism  

Technological Determinism is an ontological standpoint in which technology exists as a separate entity from 

the social world (Plesner & Husted, 2020: p. 3). In this perspective, technological development plays a prom-

inent role as society’s primary driving force and a highly influential factor in the development of the social 

world. It means that technology determines human interaction and organising and is understood as some-

thing that develops independently of social, economic and political forces (ibid.). 

 

An early example of technological determinism is found in Marxism when Marx claimed that technological 

inventions, such as the steam engine, created and largely defined the industrial society and the people within: 

“The hand-mill gives you society with the feudal lord; the steam-mill, society with the industrial capitalist.” 

(Plesner & Husted, 2020: p. 60). The technologically deterministic view is also found in Castell’s (2000) mate-

riel, though he is a softer and more nuanced determinist than Marx. The perspective is illustrated in his de-

scription of the transformation from the industrial age to the information age. Castells argues that we have 

entered a new technological paradigm, where new advanced opportunities create greater changes than ever 

seen before: 

 

”We have entered a new technological paradigm, centred around (...) communication technologies, and ge-

netic engineering (...) I contend they represent a greater change in the history of technology than the tech-

nologies associated with the Industrial Revolution, or with the previous Information Revolution (printing).” 

(Plesner & Husted, 2020: p. 10). 

 

Both Marx and Castells argue that historical evolution is largely led and determined by technologies and other 

material forces. If this thesis took upon a Technological Deterministic perspective, Twitter would be 
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understood as a piece of technology that actively shaped the development of society and largely defined 

human interaction around it. The blind spot of this position is that it disregards the fact that human and social 

factors influence how technologies – as for instance, the media – are shaped, put into use, understood and 

continuously developed in social interaction. 

 

View on Technology in Social Constructivism  

The Social Constructivist view of technology is based on the idea that technology is determined solely on the 

basis of human activities (Plesner & Husted, 2020: p. 62). Laclau and Mouffe (1987) are prominent voices in 

the Social Constructivist paradigm. From this perspective, the physical materiality of our surroundings is pri-

marily a social construction, and the material world exists only as a result of our social perception of it. The 

social contexts (and the human interpretation of them) are fundamental to how we perceive and interpret 

our physical surroundings:  

 

“(...) every social configuration is meaningful. If I kick a spherical object in the street or if I kick a ball in a 

football match, the physical fact is the same, but its meaning is different. The object is a football-only to the 

extent that it establishes a system of relations with other objects, and these relations are not given by the 

mere referential materiality of the objects, but are, rather, socially constructed.” (Plesner & Husted, 2020:  

p. 82). 

  

Grint and Woolgar (1997) bring a dimension to the Social Constructivist view of technology with their anti-

essentialist view, in which they suggest that technologies should be interpreted as texts. Technology as texts 

is based on the idea that nothing has an inherent meaning – or rather, there is no way we can grasp the 

inherent meaning of technologies. The point is that there is no way to describe the role of technologies in 

society objectively or without a socially added value because the technologies must be understood in light 

of the discursive context and the personal interpretation. This implies: “We are faced with representations 

of technology, not reflections of technology (...) A reflection implies the truth, a representation implies a 

truth.” (Plesner & Husted, 2020: p. 33).  

 

The Social Constructivist perspective is helpful in understanding what Technological Determinism omits: Why 

different actors in the field may have different or opposing understandings of what Twitter is, what role it 

plays, why people use it and how Twitter’s development is shaped through these social interactions and 

socially constructed interpretations. On the other hand, Social Constructivism has been criticised for over-

looking important technological aspects. Within the Social Constructivistic paradigm, technology is 
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understood exclusively as a result of the use, without considering the design and functionality of the tech-

nology itself. If the thesis was rooted in the Social Constructivist view of technology, the research would 

refrain from examining the interlink between the technical ability of Twitter and its social effects.  

  

View on Technology in Socio-Materialism  

In the dichotomy between Technological Determinism and Social Constructivism, a question arises: Does 

technology determine society, or is it determined by society? Common for both perspectives, however, is an 

ontological point of view, where technology and the social are regarded as two separate entities that unilat-

erally influence one another. 

 

Orlikowski and Scott (2008) call this separation of technology and the social "an ontology of separateness" 

(p. 454), and the authors describe this ontological standpoint as: "The deeply taken-for-granted assumption 

that technology, work, and organisations should be conceptualised separately" (ibid.). They believe that the 

ontology of separateness implies blindness by not seeing how technology is an integrated part of all organi-

sational (and hence, social) processes. Therefore, they find that the idea of technology and organisations as 

separate entities has remained an undisputed assumption in a large part of the organisational literature 

(ibid.). 

 

In a Socio-materialistic view of technology, however, humans and material objects exist in relation to one 

another. Therefore, researchers have described the position as a relational ontology (Orlikowski & Scott, 

2008). In this perspective, technology and society do not merely influence each other – they are inseparable 

and must be investigated and understood as such. The social and the material are considered intertwined, 

and Orlikowski has described Socio-materialism as the constitutive entanglement of the material and the 

social in everyday organisational life (ibid.). 

 

In other words, Socio-materialism can be explained as the idea that the social reality is constructed by both 

human and non-human actors. Therefore, the perspective falls under a Constructivist paradigm, as it builds 

on the assumption that our perception of the world is constructed by and through social interactions, as well 

as the material.  

 

Orlikowski and Scott (2008) build on concepts by Bruno Latour (1992). A key concept of Latour’s is that non-

human actors, such as material objects, technology, and linguistics, play an important role in the relation 

between human and non-human actors. The social does not exist in itself, and it cannot be defined in itself. 
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We can speculate in social phenomena, but the ‘social’ is only made observable in its interaction with its 

surroundings (Plesner & Husted, 2019: p. 16).  

 

Thus, Socio-materialism offers a perspective in which technology is understood as an integral part of institu-

tions, organisations, and society. Our results in the thesis are based on the recognition that Twitter as a 

medium both shapes society, is shaped by and reflects society. We, therefore, see the perspective as partic-

ularly relevant when examining the intertwined effects in the relation between Twitter and its users. 

 

Drawing on the Socio-materialistic perspective, the thesis makes use of a range of supporting theories to 

investigate the constitutive interplay of Twitter and its social surroundings. The theories are individually pre-

sented in the following section to highlight the framework of the theories and describe the implications for 

the findings of the analysis.  

 

Affordances 
With references to the Socio-materialistic perspective, the thesis draws on several theories. First, the thesis 

seeks to understand the opportunities for actions Twitter as a medium offers in the interaction between the 

medium itself and the social surroundings. In this analysis, the concept of Affordances is a useful theoretical 

tool, as it allows us to examine what the technology offers in terms of options for action considering both 

the technology’s material and algorithmic functions, the social interactions and interpretations as well as the 

institutional and political environment. In that way, the Affordance concept gives a framework for the initial 

analysis. The concept of Affordances will be described below.  

 

Gibson’s Affordance concept 

The concept of Affordances was articulated by American psychologist James Gibson in 1979. Gibson seeks to 

illustrate how animals perceive and interact with their material surroundings (Plesner & Husted, 2019: p. 68). 

Gibson’s main point is that animals, as well as humans, perceive their surroundings in the light of their use-

fulness and, furthermore, that the usefulness of the surroundings depends on who or what is perceiving it. 

When Gibson articulated the theory, he used the verb ‘to afford’, which has the meaning ‘to allow some-

thing’. Based hereon, Gibson formed the concept of Affordances, which essentially seeks to describe the 

notion, that material environments create certain opportunities for actions without necessarily determining 

them (Plesner & Husted, 2019: p. 68). The thesis will make use of the Affordance concept were ‘to afford’ 

refers to the notion ‘to offer’. In the following section, the Affordance concept will be unfolded by drawing 
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on two linked perspectives within affordances. First, Hutchby’s (2001) Affordance concept will be introduced, 

as it contains clear definitions of and adds new perspectives to Gibson’s initial concept. 

 

Hutchby’s Affordance concept 

In Ian Hutchby’s (2001) article, “Technologies, Texts and Affordances”, the notion of affordances is analysed 

while drawing on the concepts of its original author, James J. Gibson.  Hutchby applies affordances to create 

a middle ground between Realism, in this context the view that physical objects have inherent properties 

that act as constraints on observational accounts, and Constructivism, which is the view that the very exist-

ence of objects is itself an outcome of discursive practices in relation to the object (ibid.: p. 3).  

 

This middle ground which Hutchby proposes goes hand in hand with our choice of the theory of Socio-mate-

riality, which also has a middle ground as its point of departure, between Technological Determinism in one 

end of the spectrum, and Social Constructivism in the other end. In this way, Hutchby’s affordance theory 

relates to Socio-materiality since they both acknowledge that the fact that the material and social cannot be 

understood as separate entities but rather as intertwined.  

Meanwhile, both affordance theory and Socio-materiality borrow concepts from Technological Determinism 

and Constructivism and integrates them. We chose this approach in our thesis since it paves the way for 

analysis on the impact of both Twitter’s affordances, as well as the impact of the users of the technology, on 

the technology. 

 

Hutchby uses technologies as his pivotal example in the article, and in this way, he suggests an interplay 

between essential properties of technologies, which may limit their usability, and socially determined func-

tions of technology, which are based on the interpretations of those who use them (Hutchby, 2001: p. 6). In 

Hutchby’s own words: “I want to propose an approach to the study of technologies and social life which offers 

reconciliation between the opposing poles of Constructivism and Realism” (Hutchby, 2001: p. 5). 

 

Instead of seeing technologies neither in their interpretive textual properties nor their essential technical 

properties, Hutchby sees them in terms of their affordances. He argues that affordances are functional and 

relational aspects that frame, but do not determine, the possibilities for interaction with an object. Technol-

ogies can be understood as artefacts that are both shaped by and shaping the ways in which people interact 

with, around and through them. 
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To put it in another way, the usability of an object or technology is determined by the eyes viewing it. How-

ever, the affordances cannot be viewed as freely variable or completely subjective. An object or a technology 

has some fundamental affordances, which distinguish them from other artefacts. In addition, it is not only 

the users of the artefact who influence its affordances; the affordances of an artefact are also shaping the 

actions of the user. Hutchby calls this middle ground a third way for analysis of how technological objects 

become important elements in the patterns of human behaviour (Hutchby, 2001: p. 16). 

 

An example of an approach that derives from Constructivist thinking is that of Grint and Woolgar (2008), who 

argues that technologies should be treated as texts that are ‘written’ by the developers and ‘read’ by their 

users (Hutchby, 2001: p. 5). This means that a technology’s usability is determined through an open, negoti-

ated, social process, in which neither the writing nor the reading of texts (technologies) is definitive. Hutchby 

finds this metaphor compelling. However, he believes that this interpretation of an open negotiated process 

cannot be applied to all technologies to the same degree, nor does it offer limitless interpretations of any 

one artefact. To Hutchby, technology in itself is not empty, as it is with Grint and Woolgar’s perception of 

technology as a text (Hutchby, 2001). 

 

Applying the affordance approach allows us to understand how Twitter offers its users a range of different 

opportunities for actions. These opportunities for actions must be understood as being generated and 

brought forward equally by the technological representation of the platform and the users de-coding thereof. 

In addition, the target group’s de-coding process must be understood as relational but also context- and 

intention dependent. The affordance approach thus provides an insight into how the target group’s actions 

on the platform must be understood as being motivated by their individual needs in a given context. Further-

more, we can understand the affordances as not necessarily intended by Twitter, but rather investigate how 

they have arisen on the basis of the users, as well as the cultural and social context in which the platform is 

used.  

 

Thus, by using affordance theory, we do not reject the possible influence from any actor or artefact; instead, 

we can analyse the mutual impact of both the technology and its users. Had we, for example, chosen Grint 

and Woolgar’s Constructivist approach, it would not have been possible to recognise that Twitter’s technol-

ogy has affordances that shape the social actions of people.   
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Ultimately, it means that the thesis will undertake an affordances approach, in which the affordances are 

neither understood as characteristics of technologies nor of people alone. Rather, affordances are 

measures of the interfaces where technological potential meets human intention and desire.  

 

We intend to use the affordance theory as a pivotal point in our analysis since it, together with Socio-mate-

riality, constitute the foundation of our theoretical framework. The affordance theory, its concepts, focus 

and attributes, as explained in this section, will be applied to investigate how Twitter’s technological af-

fordances arise in the interaction with its users, drawing on the case of the US election in 2020. 

 

Gaver’s Hidden Affordance concept 

William Gaver wrote an article on affordances in technology in 1991, with a focus on how people use, under-

stand, and interact with digital interfaces (Gaver, 1991). Gaver identifies that affordances can be either per-

ceptible or not and that the level of perceptibility of affordance has consequences in regard to the actions 

that can be taken with the affordance (ibid.). Gaver grounds his affordance concept in Gibson’s original the-

ory but focuses on the strengths and weaknesses technological affordances have, with respect to the possi-

bilities they offer for the people that use them (ibid.). 

The main contribution of Gaver’s article, and the most important aspect for this thesis, is his concept of 

hidden affordances. The hidden affordance concept is related to the perceptibility of an affordance, which 

according to Gaver, exists on different levels (Gaver, 1991). 

Perception in this context can be translated to the information available at hand about affordance. Percepti-

ble affordances are what Gaver calls inter-referential, which means that the attributes of an object that are 

relevant for action are available for perception as well (ibid.). 

Hidden affordances, on the other hand, are defined as affordances with no perceptible information available. 

What is perceptible is, of course, up to interpretation, and Gaver does not give any concrete answer, except 

that with a hidden affordance, perceived actions can only be read through a mediating concept. Gaver gives 

the example of opening a door with a doorhandle as an affordance that does not need a mediating concept 

since the attributes relevant to pulling are available for perception (ibid.). 

In our affordance analysis, we are thus using this theory to argue that Twitter’s technologies contain hidden 

affordances in their interplay with the users. Examples of this include Twitter’s algorithms and the use of 
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cookies on third party websites, which is affecting both the users and their usage of Twitter, without them 

necessarily being aware of it, since the information about it is not directly perceptible (ibid.).  

Dutton: The Fifth Estate 
As a theoretical framework for investigating Twitter as a social media, we will draw upon the theoretical work 

of William Dutton. Dutton (2009) introduced the term Fifth Estate as an effect of the networked society we 

live in today. The term estate must be understood in the historical concept of feudal societies that were 

divided into 'estates of the realm', and they were known as the three Estates in parliament: Clergy, Nobility, 

and Commons (Dutton, 2009: p.2). Throughout time, the estates have been redefined to match the societal 

changes of the given period. In more modern times, the three estates are most commonly understood as the 

branches of societal powers known as the Legislative, Executive, and Judicial power (Dutton, 2009: p. 2). 

  

In the 18th century, Edmund Burke identified the press as a Fourth Estate. The Fourth Estate captures the rise 

of the independent institution of mass media starting with the printed press and through the 20th century 

also electronic media such as radio, television etc. The Fourth Estate is regarded as central to the democratic 

processes since it facilitates but also influences the public debate (Dutton, 2009: 2). 

 

The Fifth Estate is a conceptual attempt to underline how the rise of the Internet and related digital technol-

ogies is an independent institution since they allow for interaction among the users in multilateral commu-

nication. Hence it cannot adequately be considered as merely an extension of the mass media known as the 

Fourth Estate: “In the twenty-first century, a new institution is emerging with some characteristics similar to 

the Fourth Estate, but with sufficiently distinctive and important features to warrant its recognition as a new 

Fifth Estate.” (Dutton, 2009: p. 2). 

  

Dutton’s theory considers the nature and implication of the Fifth Estate in order to highlight its importance 

in the current world, equivalent to the rise of mass media, the Fourth Estate, in the 18th century. Dutton is 

critical towards the media-centric view that has dominated academic work on the Internet, as merely being 

a new medium that builds upon traditional media. 

  

The argument of the Fifth Estate as an individual concept (that does not merely build on the Fourth Estate) 

has networks at its core. Dutton argues that the networks compromising the Fifth Estate have two distinctive 

characteristics: 
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1. “The ability to support institutions and individuals to enhance their communicative power” (Dutton, 

2009: p. 6). An ability that enables the users of ICT (Information and Communication Technologies) 

to form networks that can lead to real-world power shifts. In this process, it is not the Internet in 

itself that gives power to the users. Rather it is the communicative power of the Internet that affords 

individuals new networking opportunities beyond established institutions.  

2. Enables the creation of networks of individuals that have a public and social benefit, through, e.g. so-

cial networking sites (ibid.).  

  

Together, these characteristics enable individuals to engage in online networking activities that disrupt the 

existing institutional networks. Dutton highlights, as an example, that government officials can reach and 

engage with individuals both within and beyond constituencies (Dutton, 2009).     

 

The Internet and the ICTs are fundamentally reconfiguring access to individuals and information, which ex-

plains how digital acts can influence the communicative power among both individuals and groups. There-

fore, we cannot forecast the societal impacts of the Internet and the related ICTs (Dutton, 2009: p. 8).  

Rather, it indicates that the outcomes of the use of ICTs are inherently unpredictable as the outcomes depend 

on the choices made by the users in regard to how they shape access to and from the outside world. The 

reconfiguring of access enabled by the Internet takes place in two fundamental ways. First of all, it has had a 

major effect on how we get information, how we communicate and how we access technologies enabled by 

the Internet. In the light hereof, the Internet has changed what and whom we know, what services we obtain 

and fundamentally what we do as individuals (Dutton, 2009: p. 8). Furthermore, ICTs also reconfigure access 

by changing cost structures as we know them, introducing gatekeepers and expanding (or contract) the geo-

graphical access.  

 

Dutton gives attention to the abilities of a digital network of networks to reconfigure access by giving greater 

or lesser control to the users (Dutton, 2009: p. 3). The author underlines the fact that the use and diffusion 

of the ICTs are shaped in the social context, which means that the development of a given ICT is not inevita-

ble; it rather exists as a result of the social context surrounding it, such as the interaction of strategic or 

unintentional choices made by a range of actors with different objectives.  

 

It has created opportunities for individuals to network in varied ways that can blur the lines of households, 

institutions and networks. Dutton suggests that this is seen in the “mobilisation of political and financial 
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support around the world for causes as varied as climate change, promotion of terrorism and struggles 

against state control” (Dutton, 2009: p 9). 

  

The network of networks within the Fifth Estate has the strength to orchestra political movements in Internet 

time – way faster than in-person time. The conceptualisation of the Fifth Estate by Dutton builds on Castells’ 

depiction of the Internet as a ‘space of flows’ contrasting space of physical places. It can enable individuals 

to be at the centre of their own networks. Furthermore, individuals can network in such ways that constitute 

the Fifth Estate as an independent source of social accountability across numerous domains (Dutton, 2009: 

p. 1).   

  

The threats of the Fifth Estate 

Dutton suggests that the Fifth Estate and the Internet’s role for networking individuals is a double-edged 

sword. This refers to the notion that the Internet allows for a range of benefits and opportunities but equally 

brings in those networks and individuals that cause harm. The Internet can be a strong resource for recruiting, 

funding and magnifying the image of social movements that have positive aims, but likewise, it enables ex-

tremist, violent, and hate networks. In conclusion, the Internet and the related ICTs “can empower both the 

malicious and the well-intentioned” (Dutton, 2009: p. 24).  

  

Modern equivalents to the original Estates 

The modern equivalent to the First Estate, Clergy, consists of the public intellectuals and critics, who tend to, 

according to Dutton, refer to the Internet as an over occupied space full of an “ill-informed, ill-disciplined cult 

of the amateur” (Dutton, 2009: p. 24). The Second Estate, Nobility, is the societal powerbase, and the modern 

pendant would be the economic elites such as global corporations that compete in dominating and commer-

cialising the Internet and the online space. The Third Estate is equivalents to the modern government. The 

government's best response to the Fifth Estate is to develop a new legal language for online acting, like fil-

tering and regulating (Dutton, 2009: p 24).  

 

The Fifth Estate theory provides us with a string of concepts to analyse Twitter’s role as a part of the Fifth 

Estate and its connection as well as encounters with the other estates. Since networks is a central aspect in 

the Fifth Estate theory, Twitter will be analysed accordingly as a network facilitator. As Dutton argues, the 

networks are what distinguishes the Fifth Estate from being merely an extension of the Fourth Estate, which 
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makes the Fifth Estate theory especially interesting in an analysis of Twitter’s role as a platform where net-

works emerge.  

Gatekeeping Analysis 

The following section will introduce Gatekeeping as a theoretical phenomenon. In an extension of the gate-

keeping concept, we will introduce the Network Gatekeeping Theory, which relates to the online environ-

ments of Web 2.0, where information is more extensively distributed in networks of online individuals. 

Lewinsky’s Gatekeeping concept 

Gatekeeping as a concept revolves around the control of information passing through a gate or a filter (Er-

zikova, 2018). Essentially, gatekeeping concerns judgment or decision making about what information should 

be collected, evaluated and ultimately distributed. The gatekeeping theory is assigned its importance due to 

the underlying assumption that information affects what happens in society and forms social reality. There-

fore, whoever controls the flow of information can influence social reality (ibid.: p. 1). 

 

The concept behind gatekeeping theory originates from psychologist Kurt Lewin’s study of the selection and 

distribution of food items in a social system in the 1940s in the United States. Lewin used households in the 

Mid-western United States for his case study in order to examine the decision-making process of how food 

went from a store to the dining table. During this period of scarcity due to World War II, men were thought 

to control all household decisions. However, Lewin found that food moves through channels via so-called 

gatekeepers, and the gatekeepers were typically housewives, or maids in more affluent households (Erzikova, 

2018: p. 1). 

Lewin described the selection process in terms of metaphors such as channels (the grocery store or the 

household), gates (the entrance between channels), and gatekeepers (shoppers or cooks). The forces influ-

encing the selection process were either positive (attractiveness of a food product) or negative (a high price). 

(ibid.) 

Lewin's research demonstrated that not all members of a household have equal influence in making procure-

ment decisions and that the wife, who typically shops for and prepares the food, controls the gates. More 

importantly for our research, Lewin believed that the concept of gatekeeping could be used in other fields of 

human interaction, including mass media communications (Erzikova, 2018: p. 2). This is an aspect we will 

look into in the following section. 



                                                                                         Twitter’s role in the 2020 US presidential election 
 

31 
 

Within a mass media context, the news organisations are the channels. The gates are the decision points that 

determine whether a news item should be distributed as well as how it should be shaped and presented 

(ibid.: p. 1). The individuals or policies making these decisions, such as the editors of a newspaper, constitute 

the gatekeepers (ibid.). The professional norms within the given industry represent either positive or negative 

forces that influence the selection and distribution of information (ibid.). 

Information scientist Karine Nahon (2008) elaborated the concept of gatekeeping theory in order to encom-

pass the rapid and dynamic change of information sharing that is taking place via online networks. The thesis 

will draw upon Nahon’s elaborated Network Gatekeeping Theory, which is explicated in the following. 

Network Gatekeeping Theory 

Some researchers believe that ever since traditional media lost its monopoly in news production and infor-

mation is now freely available online, gatekeeping has become an obsolete concept. According to this view, 

virtually every online information distributer is a gatekeeper, which consequently turns the traditional gate-

keeping concept upside down (Nahon, 2008). 

A new, alternative and revised version of the gatekeeping concept arose from Web 2.0, in the shape of Na-

hon’s (2008) Network Gatekeeping theory. The Network Gatekeeping Theory draws on the above ideas of 

Lewin’s traditional gatekeeping theory; however, it acknowledges that this concept is too simple to apply in 

today’s complex media environment and information society (Nahon, 2008). 

In its essence, Network Gatekeeping Theory consists of two components: Network gatekeeping identification 

and Network gatekeeping salience (ibid.: p. 1493) 

Network gatekeeping identification lays out the vocabulary and foundations of the identification of the gate-

keepers, the gated and gatekeeping mechanisms. It identifies gatekeeping as the power to select, withhold, 

display, shape, and delete information, as well as introduces the concept of gated, which refers to those who 

are subjected to gatekeeping (ibid.). 

Network gatekeeper identification introduces the notion of a gatekeeping mechanism, which is defined as a 

tool or technology used to implement the practice of gatekeeping. An example of a gatekeeping mechanism 

is the censorship mechanisms, which is “aiming towards suppressing or deleting anything considered objec-

tionable or undesired” (Nahon, 2008: p. 1498). Mechanisms such as these make Network Gatekeeping theory 

highly applicable in our analysis of Twitter’s censorship decisions. 
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In addition, a network gatekeeper is defined as any entity, individual, organisation, or government that re-

tains the ability to exercise gatekeeping through a mechanism within the network (Nahon, 2008: p. 1497). 

This first part of Nahon’s theoretical framework of Network Gatekeeping Identification is used in the analysis 

to establish a language and foundation for further investigating the dynamics between the gatekeeper – 

Twitter, and the gated –users. This allows for the categorisation of the entities as separate, competing – yet 

interdependent. 

The second component of the theory, network gatekeeper salience, builds on the concepts of the network 

identification theory, and hence it utilises this infrastructure to explain the relationships among gatekeepers, 

as well as between gatekeepers and the subjects who are gated (ibid.: 1493) Network gatekeeping salience 

proposes four attributes of the gated in their relationship to the gatekeepers: 

1. Their political power in relation to the gatekeeper. Since gatekeeping is information control, the gated’s 

political power should be considered while analysing the dynamic nature of gatekeeper–gated relationships 

(ibid.: 1499). 

2. Their information production ability. Ready-to-use technology, easy-to-use tools, and the low cost of pro-

ducing information allow the gated to generate content and, thus, to influence relationships with gatekeep-

ers. However, not every online user is a content creator, and even if she is, her content does not necessarily 

reach other people. Also, the gated use digital platforms made and maintained by gatekeepers, meaning the 

gated are dependent on gatekeepers’ designs and policies (ibid.: 1500). 

3. Their relationship with the gatekeeper. The gated and gatekeepers are directly connected, and their rela-

tionships are reciprocal and enduring. The opportunity for a direct exchange affects the nature of relation-

ships and makes the gatekeepers pay attention to the gated. The ability of the gated to produce information 

and gatekeepers’ response create a circulatory exchange of information (ibid.: 1500). 

4. Their alternatives in the context of gatekeeping. The digital environment provides the gated with increased 

autonomy and alternatives, or opportunities to choose between two or more courses or propositions. How-

ever, gated’s autonomy might be restricted by the rules imposed by the gatekeeper or a lack of alternatives 

suited for their individual needs (ibid.: 1501).  

These four attributes that together create the Network Gatekeeper Salience are used as analytical corner-

stones, as they allow for a thorough investigation and categorisation of the entities involved (gatekeeper and 

gated) as well as the dynamics that determine their relationship and interwovenness. The findings of the 
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analysis based on the abovementioned components give an insight into the power dynamics that is deter-

mining the relationship between Twitter and its users. 

 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Method 
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Method 
Case study 
 
The following section will present, describe and argue why this thesis is structured around the research strat-

egy: a qualitative case study and the methodological reflections in this regard.  

Twitter is a highly complex phenomenon, and there are numerous possible approaches to study it. In order 

to perform Socio-materialistic research of the platform in relation to its social context, we have found it 

necessary to limit the scope by choosing a particular context. Thus, we perform a case study to generate an 

in-depth, multi-faceted understanding of a complex phenomenon in its real-life context (Crowe et al., 2011). 

 

In other words, the case studies allow us as researchers to explain, describe and analyse events or a given 

phenomenon in the natural contexts (ibid.). The case study can be useful in an academic approach as it en-

lightens theoretical or practical issues by contributing with individual illustrations, documentation and the-

matization, as well as examines how a complex social phenomenon unfolds in practice (ibid.).  

Case study findings may establish, strengthen or weaken explanations of a given case and, in certain circum-

stances, they can allow for generalisations beyond the particular case that is studied (Crowe et al., 2011.: 7).  

The knowledge produced via a case study is commonly criticized or even rejected by positivistic researchers 

(Flyvbjerg, 1991). The rejection is based on the argument that case studies are not generalisable since the 

method lacks scientific rigour and only provides the researcher with context-dependent insights (ibid.). On 

the other hand, more generalisable research can be criticized for lacking context specificity and context-sen-

sitivity that impairs the explanatory power of the understanding of a given phenomenon (ibid.).   

 

Realising that it is not possible to serve both ends, researchers must choose between in-depth contextualized 

investigations or a broader approach that aims at more generalisable knowledge. Hence, since a single case 

study excludes other potential insights and outcomes and acknowledging that it cannot produce general sci-

entific statements (ibid.), the choice of the case study reflects our wish to gain a deeper understanding of 

some important dynamics in a specific phenomenon in a specific context. 

 

In support of the case study as our chosen research strategy, Hancock & Algozzine (2017) argue that it serves 

to “gain an in-depth understanding of situations and meaning for those involved” (p. 10). In line with this 
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thesis’ Socio-materialistic perspective, we do not claim to uncover the truth, but rather a truth and to gain a 

plausible insight into the phenomenon investigated. 

Crowe et al. (2011) argue that there are several ways that the concerns on scientific rigour can be addressed. 

For example, via the use of theoretical sampling, by drawing on a particular conceptual framework, and by 

being explicit about how and on what basis the interpretations and conclusions are reached. This will enable 

the readers to judge the trustworthiness of the case study. One way to achieve transparency is by critically 

asking ourselves and openly discuss the following questions. 1) Does this report have a conceptual structure 

(i.e. themes or issues)?  2) Have quotations been used effectively? 3) Is empathy shown for all sides? (ibid.: 

p. 8).  

 

The thesis is built upon a conceptual structure by providing a theoretical framework from which the research 

is performed, as presented in the above theory section. Furthermore, we have, to the best of our ability as 

researchers, using the empirical events and quotes actively and nuanced throughout the analysis. The last 

question that we as researched have considered while undertaking the case study – namely whether empa-

thy is shown for all sides – is especially interesting in this project. A lot of events and opinions are presented 

throughout this thesis, and it has been crucial to not partake sides on the matters but rather stand as rela-

tively neutral and reflective observers while analysing the dynamics and using them in the given theoretical 

contexts. This will be touched upon in the later discussion section of this dissertation.   

 

When planning and performing a case study, research activities include the following processes: 1) defining 

the case; 2) selecting the case(s); 3) collecting the data; 4) interpreting and analysing the data; and finally, 5) 

reporting the findings and conclusions based on the case (Crowe et al., 2011: p. 5). 

 

Activity 1 – defining the case, has partly been described as a part of the above literature review, where the 

research field was defined, and in the discussion of how this thesis’ case study is of relevance as a contribu-

tion to the existing research on Twitter, but it is also touched upon in the unfolding of the case selection 

presented later. 

Activity 2 – the selection of the case is described and discussed in the following section. 

Activity 3 – collecting the data on which the case study is based is presented and discussed in the forthcoming 

method section.  

Activity 4 – interpreting and analysing the data is done the thesis’ analysis. 

Finally, activity 5 – reporting and concluding on the findings, is presented in the sub-conclusions of the dif-

ferent analysis and, finally, as an overall conclusion of the thesis. 
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Case: Twitter in the context of the US presidential election 

In order to select the thesis case, we as researchers emphasised the ability to achieve the best possible op-

portunities for tracking and elucidating the behaviours and interactions between Twitter and its social con-

text in practice. Therefore our selection of the case was made on the basic requirements of having a high 

degree of information availability, being up-to-date as well as having theoretical relevance.  

 

To gain insights on Twitter’s significance in a current, up-to-date context, we have chosen to investigate Twit-

ter and its role in the US presidential election 2020. This choice is based on Twitter is an established place for 

political discussions and movements and a platform on which communication between political figures and 

the public is taking place. Furthermore, it is a platform that has drawn much attention, especially in the af-

termath of events such as the suspension of Donald Trump’s Twitter account, blocking political news stories 

and moderating election-centred content, which only emphasized its role in shaping the political and public 

debates. The presidential election is a relatively recent case, given that it has taken place within the last nine 

months and is continuing to be a topic of discussion. Thus, fulfilling the requirement of the case being up-to-

date.  

 

The debate has taken place on Twitter as a platform, but likewise, it has taken up a lot of space in other 

media, spreading both concerns about and the recognition of Twitter’s role in public debate in a democratic 

society and its influence on and responsibility of the public discourse. This was our initial wondering in regard 

to the thesis – namely Twitter, as a for-profit organisation, navigating between political manipulation and 

the – in an American context especially strong  –  concepts of the freedom of speech, and Twitter’s lean 

towards a role as a publisher, more than a facilitator in the moderation of information flows. This, added to 

Twitter’s public access to tweets and threads of communication, gives the case high information availability. 

The information availability is mainly challenged by two factors; 1) no direct access to Trump and some of his 

most fervent followers’ tweets via Twitter after their accounts have been suspended, and 2) the fact that 

Twitter keeps their back-end business relatively secret. The first issue is overcome by the fact that many news 

outlets have written articles on the topic of Trump on Twitter, including and refer to his original tweets as 

well as platforms such as www.thetrumparchive.com, which collected all of Trump’s tweet throughout time. 

To overcome the second issue, we have tried, to the best of our ability, to make use of the information that 

is available and draw conclusions on the basis hereof.  

 

As we began researching on the topic, we found that a lot of the academia in regard to Twitter was centralised 

around Twitter as an established platform, enabling or affording users to actively do things, with little or no 
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regards for how the users also influence, push-back and shape the platform. Therefore, we argue that the 

case has theoretical relevance, as this case illustrates the dynamic processes between Twitter and its social 

context and allow us to challenge existing theoretical perspectives and especially introducing new theoretical 

perspectives onto the more static views on Twitter. 

 

Overall, we have found that the case of the US presidential election 2020 has provided a relatively unexplored 

area within the literature of networked platforms and digital communication, meanwhile full of events and 

insights into the relation between Twitter as a media platform and its social context, mainly the users.  

 

The case study is therefore focused on Twitter and its surrounding social context, especially the interaction 

of the users, in the period of the US election. The case study is empirically founded on numerous events 

taking place during the election period. The time scope is set from the beginning of October 2020, when 

Twitter announced, “Additional steps we're taking ahead of the 2020 US Election” (Gadde & Beykpour, 2020) 

until January 2021, when events such as the storming of the Capitol and suspension of @realDonaldTrump 

took place.  

 

The thesis performs a context-based case study of Twitter in relation to the US election 2020. Therefore, the 

research also includes more general concepts of Twitter (such as some of the dynamics in its evolvement into 

its current state).  

 

Qualitative method and data-collection 

In line with the socio-materialistic perspective and the research strategy of a case study, the re-

search draws on a qualitative methodology which is reflected in both the data collection and ana-

lytical approach. 

 

Answering the thesis’ research question requires an insight into the material being Twitter as a tech-

nology, and the social, being the behaviour and acts of Trump, his supporters, his opponents and 

other media reacting on and shaping the debate, and not least, it requires an investigation of the 

interwoven relationship among the social and the material that cannot be identified from quantita-

tive data. 
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Qualitative methods centres around the meaning and significance of the data rather than the quantitative 

counting (Rasmussen et al., 2006: p. 93). Qualitative research aims at establishing meaningful understandings 

and insight into an otherwise abstract phenomenon by understanding the phenomenon in its given context 

(Justesen & Mik-Meyer, 2010). Therefore, the thesis will draw on various qualitative data and collection 

methods which will be unfolded in the following section, together with the implications of the empirical 

choices. 

Events  

In order to investigate the dynamics between the users and Twitter, we have chosen to perform a case study 

based on a time-limited period of the US election. One of the major reasons why this case study is interesting 

in regard to analysing the interactions between Twitter and its users is that a lot of events took place during 

this period that initiated the intensely political discussion in regard to Twitter’s role in facilitating a free de-

bate. Therefore, the thesis bases a large portion of its data on the happenings in this period. The analysis will 

draw on events such as: 

1. Twitter’s suspension of @realDonaldTrump’s Twitter profile on January 8th, 2020.  

2. Twitter’s blocking of a news article from the New York Post that criticized and questioned the legiti-

macy of presidential candidate Joe Biden.  

3. Trump declaring an early un-sustained ‘win’ of the election and that the election was ‘stolen’, which 

led to an uprise in the online organised network #StopTheSteal  

4. Senate hearings on Section 230 with Twitter as a prominent participant 

5. Twitter labelling tweets  

 

Throughout the thesis, the events will be described in the context in which they arose and presented in the 

different theoretical frameworks.  

 

These events are interpreted by us as researchers, and we organise, thematize and analyse them in a way 

that seems most plausible given the full scope of information we have available and present. However, the 

scope of the thesis does not allow for a further investigation into exactly how these events are interlinked 

and some of the other contextual dynamics that might have caused the outcomes. 

 

On this basis, we only analyse the events to the extent we can ensure they actually took place without as-

suming that event A happened as a reaction to event B. One of the criteria for choosing the empirical events 

that are included in the analysis is that 1) the event is in some way controversial, 2) the event drew media 
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attention and, 3) the event created some sort of reaction via Twitter – such as Twitter users communicating 

their acknowledgement or disregard on the matter. 

 

Documents 

The thesis’ empirical foundation rests on various documents that were found relevant for the research. The 

documents include a range of Twitter’s own written declarations, such as its written policies, guidelines and 

rules. These documents were found on Twitter’s own website, making Twitter the sender of the messages 

found in the documents.  

 

Other documents include parts of a Senate hearing on Section 230, a law that shields interactive computer 

services from being legally liable over user-generated content. Mark Zuckerberg, Sundar Pichai and Jack 

Dorsey, the CEOs of Facebook, Google and Twitter, testified before the Senate Committee on Commerce, 

Science, and Transportation on November 17th, 2020. The hearing was scheduled after Facebook and Twitter 

each limited or blocked the spread of a New York Post article about a cache of documents found on a laptop 

belonging to Hunter Biden (son of Joe Biden), which could indicate that Joe Biden misused power. The Senate 

Republicans attacked Section 230 based on the argument that Twitter and Facebook are no longer neutral 

platforms but rather act as publishers, making editorial decisions about what content is allowed and when 

to add moderation. The Republican argument is that the law is unfairly giving platforms extra protection that 

ordinary publishers and news organizations do not have. 

 

Netnographic observations 

In the data collection and analysis of Twitter profiles, tweets, retweets, comments etc., we made use of the 

netnographic research method, as explicated by Robert Kozinets (2010), which utilises ICTs (Information and 

Communication Technologies) to study and observe online activities. 

 

In our data collection, this was practised by finding relevant reactions to the empirical events via tweets and 

other interaction of Twitter users. The netnographic observations we conducted were mainly performed us-

ing Twitter’s advanced search.  

 

Twitter's advanced search is a feature available only to logged-in users. It allows users to tailor the search re-

sults to specific date ranges, specific users, specific hashtags and specific use of words. This allowed us to find 
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Twitter reactions to specific events by, e.g., setting a time frame within a couple of days of the given event 

taking place together with related hashtags relating to the theme of the event.  

 

Netnography is a qualitative and interpretive method developed specifically to examine the behaviour of 

cultures and communities present on the Internet (Kozinets, 2010). Netnography can be defined as a written 

report based on fieldwork, which studies the cultures and communities that emerge from online, computer-

mediated, or Internet-based communications. Within Netnography, both the fieldwork and the results deriv-

ing from it are methodologically instructed by the traditions and practices of cultural anthropology (Kozinets, 

2010: p. 55). 

Netnography is essentially the online version of in-person face-to-face ethnography, and the two research 

methods are thus closely related (Kozinets, 2010: p. 55). Ethnographic research gives the researcher access 

to a comprehensive and refined understanding of a social phenomenon, as well as subsequently capturing 

and conveying its cultural characteristics. It provides a sense of the lived experience of the subjects it is stud-

ying, along with careful attention to social procedures and systems of meaning (Kozinets, 2010: p. 55). 

Just like ethnography, Netnography is a naturalistic research method. This is one of its main advantages since 

it implies that the subjects are studied in their natural environment (Kozinets, 2010: 56). Netnography pro-

vides the researcher with a window into naturally occurring online behaviours, such as discussions in com-

ment sections, with the possibility of invisible lurking and the ability to track online conversations back in 

time (Kozinets, 2010: p. 56). 

In the complex online world of Web 2.0, billions of individuals are joined into networks. These individuals are 

partaking in behaviour that not only reveals and reflects their experiences but is also, in itself, a unique social 

phenomenon. This complex world is what Netnography can help you to understand. It allows you to under-

stand the different contexts that make such a world possible, as well as the new social norms it advances and 

the old ones it replaces (Kozinets, 2010). 

Netnography’s potential to be conducted in a completely unobtrusive manner, i.e., without affecting the 

subjects at all, is one of its major differences from ethnography. This is both an advantage and a weakness, 

as it means more objectivity in the research but also limits the possibility for engagement from the re-

searcher. In regard to our data collection, both the naturalistic and unobtrusive approach was an advantage 

for the type of data we needed, since we hereby could obtain unaltered data from subjects in their natural 

environment, as well as data that was not time-limited. 
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Most of the relevant data from Twitter was accumulated before our thesis statement was formulated, and 

Twitter accounts such as Donald Trump’s is suspended at the time of writing, meaning that data from our 

Netnographic observations is retrieved in retrospect. We found that the most naturalistic and unobtrusive 

observations, was feasible for the validity of our research since we as foreign researchers assume the role of 

an outsider due to the subject matter. 

Secondary data sources 

Finally, the thesis analysis will make use of various secondary data sources in the form of online articles. The 

online articles have been used significantly in the process of finding the relevant events, where various news 

outlets have written articles with details on the courses of actions and the reactions towards it. Overall, the 

online articles have been collected as they were found needed, and therefore without too much systematics, 

but rather as intuitive searches. 

 

Though, one of the criteria for choosing the articles was based on nuanced journalistic work. Within the 

theme of this thesis, a lot of news articles are particularly politically opinionated on the matter, and to the 

best of our ability, we have drawn on articles with a nuanced description of the matter. If that was not pos-

sible, we aimed at finding different articles on the same matter with opposing views – ensuring that we as 

researchers were able to consider the matter from a more objective, or at least well-informed perspective. 
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Analysis 

1: Affordances 

The coming chapter seeks to analyse the core dynamics of the materiality of Twitter and the interaction with 

the users’ social construction of it. Thus, the analysis aims to uncover the crossroad of technology and social 

life, based on the earlier presented Socio-materialistic understanding of those two entities being intertwined 

and inseparable while co-constituting one another.  

 

The analysis interprets and conceptualizes affordances not merely as technological functions but rather as af-

fordances for practice (for communicating, for sharing information etc.). Though, the analysis will firstly pre-

sent the technological features and functions of Twitter, as they lay the foundation for the action-orientated 

affordances. Secondly, the analysis focuses on the co-constitution of Twitter as the technology and the users 

as the human actors. In this section, we have identified three distinctive affordances of Twitter based on the 

technological functions, which will be elaborated and analysed in their meaning with the interaction with the 

users. This results in research that uncovers both what actions Twitter affords (and constrains) to humans, 

but equally how the social aspect shapes Twitter in an ongoing dynamic process. 

 

Following the section with the distinctive affordances of Twitter, and in order to apply them in an empirical 

context, three empirical events have been included and analysed, drawing on the identified affordances of 

Twitter.  

 

Twitter’s distinctive functions 

To understand what Twitter affords and the interaction between materiality and the social world, we must 

first examine the technical functions of Twitter. The functions of Twitter indicate how Twitter differs from 

other social media platforms and lay the foundation for understanding why Twitter as technology is unique. 

 

Tweet 

Twitter is, from a technical point of view, a microblogging platform where users can write a piece of text and 

upload it as a tweet. Tweets constitute a core function of Twitter, as the tweets are the main source of con-

tent and functions as the main way for users to communicate in the Twitter space. The tweet allows a range 
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Twitters landing page featuring, Tweet, #Explore, Notifications etc. (Authors own screenshot) 
 

 

of interaction opportunities. The tweet works as the foundational source of all interaction on Twitter, and its 

format is therefore central in the actions and opportunities that Twitter affords. 

On Twitter’s landing page, users are presented with the text “What’s happening?” which is the first direct 

tweet option. Furthermore, Twitter has a highlighted blue box in the left side menu with the text “Tweet” on 

it. Thus, the tweet function is constantly within reach for the users when navigating the Twitter platform, 

resulting in a constant encouragement and call for action for users to tweet, and thereby generate content 

and enhance activity on the platform. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The most distinctive aspect of the tweet is its incorporated character limit function, which limits users to post 

tweets of a maximum of 280-character length. This feature was in November 2017 doubled from a maximum 

of 140 characters, which Twitter explained with the fact that some languages require more space to convey 

the same message (Rosen & Ihara, 2017). A study conducted by Twitter prior to the shift to a 280-character 

limit showed that languages such as English, Spanish, and French required double the number of characters 

compared to Japanese, Korean and Chinese (Rosen & Ihara, 2017) pointing to the global character of Twitter. 
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Based on the character limit of the tweet, it can be argued that the tweet is a relatively limited information 

source. It is inherently difficult to deliver a message with a comprehensive context and arguments within the 

280-character limit. We argue that the tweet function affords users to deliver only relatively superficial or 

simple messages, which leaves a rather large space/room for the readers’ individual interpretation of the 

message. 

However, the short communication format of the tweet also implies that receivers of the tweet can be certain 

that they are presented with a manageable amount of information. Though, to add richness to a tweet, users 

have the option to add URL (for example, link to an article that describes themes more in-depth), @-tag 

another user (and thereby direct a tweet to a specific Twitter user), or add photos, videos, and polls. These 

options give the tweet a more personal, interactive and sensorial element. 

By default, when a user signs up for Twitter, anyone can view his/her tweets, also un-registered users. Users 

are able to, via the account settings, to ’protect’ their tweets, which means that only the user’s followers are 

able to view them. Though overall, Twitter is based on a non-reciprocal follower/following relationship, im-

plying that everyone can interact with a given tweet, which enables tweets to potentially reach a broad au-

dience. 

 

Retweet 

For users whose accounts are not explicitly set as private, their tweets are posted to a public, searchable 

timeline and can be retweeted by any other users (Boyd et al., 2010). A retweet is basically a re-post of an 

original tweet with attribution to the original author. Users can either retweet the original tweet as it is or 

quote a tweet, which is a retweet including the user’s own comments. 

The retweet emerged as a technique for forwarding the messages within a tweet and thereby enhancing the 

interaction within the platform. By retweeting, users become part of the conversation and signal that they 

are listening to, acknowledging/not acknowledging, or carry favour with the person who originally tweeted 

(Boyd et al., 2010). Users may also retweet in order to associate themselves with different organizations, 

communities, or peers (ibid.). As Boyd (2008) found, users consider their audience when tweeting. Thus, 

people are also selective about whose tweets they retweet (Kwak et al., 2010).  

 

Retweets can be understood as a curation process, which includes the selection, promotion, and validation 

of the retweeted content. It signals what the crowd considers the more valuable (or the opposite) contribu-

tions. Another way to think about it is that the crowd tends to filter out noise, spam, and misinformation by 
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not propagating it, thus selectively signalling their perception of the credibility of content and accounts (Na-

hon & Hemsley, 2013). 

 

Apart from signalling agreement with a tweet, a retweet also allows the user to obtain the message of the 

tweet, which he or she then can convey in any given way by adding comments in the retweet, resulting in 

the original message being delivered in potentially thousands of new ways. The retweet is a central aspect 

of Twitter’s functions, but it also holds the hazard of conveying and spreading messages in uncontrolled and 

unintended ways. 

 

Reply 

The reply function works as a comment to a tweet, and the number of replies to a tweet is visible as the first 

icon from left to right underneath the tweet. The number of replies is thus a direct indication of the number 

of people who have interacted with the tweet, which indicates its relevance. Users can reply to accessible 

tweets and retweets with the same character limit as a regular tweet. A reply contains the same options for 

content as a tweet, including an @-tag of another user, photos, videos, and polls. The reply is public to anyone 

who can view the tweet. Twitter users have the option to choose who can reply to the tweet, with the options 

being “Everyone”, “People you follow”, or “Only people you mention” (by use of @ followed by the name of 

a particular user/account, as explained below). 

Like 

In 2015 Twitter replaced the original favourites with the like function to better reflect the way people are 

using it since the favourite function only was meant for tweets of particular interest (Parsons, 2016). Twitter’s 

like has many different symbolic functions, such as bookmarking tweets and brand reputation aggregation; 

however, the most common meaning of a like is showing support/appreciation (Parsons, 2016). The like-

counter underneath the tweet shows the number of likes the tweet has received, and in contrast to, for 

example, Facebook, Twitter likes do not show a list of the specific users who have liked the tweet. In this 

way, the like is a quick evaluation by individuals of a tweet and its value, and the like-counter is similarly a 

rating system of the tweet, in which users quickly can gain insight into the relevance and validity of a tweet.  

In addition, the likes of tweets from an account that a given user follows can appear in that given user’s feed, 

even though the liked tweet does not come from an account that the user is already following. In this way, 

users will see content from accounts they are not following, and thereby it works as a sort of suggested 

content since it appears on the basis of likes from accounts that the user is following. For example, User A 
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follows User B but does not follow User C. User B likes a post from User C, which then appears on Users A’s 

timeline because User A follows User B. 

Tagging via @-Mention  

Twitter users began to use the @-sign followed by a different user’s account name as a way of addressing 

the tweet or comment to a specific user. This convention is known as @mention and allows users to engage 

in one-on-one, yet still public, conversation (Honeycutt and Herring, 2009). The use of @-sign functions as a 

signal to tagged users that they are being talked about (Boyd et al., 2010), as well as a way of addressing 

users directly or indicate intended recipients of the tweet (Honeycutt and Herring, 2009). 

 

#-Hashtag 

The searchable hashtag consists of the hash symbol (#), which is immediately followed by a string of alpha-

numeric characters, without any spaces or punctuation. The hashtag can be understood as a rich-content 

feature that makes a tweet ‘richer’ and thereby easier to interpret by highlighting specific and significant 

words or phrases (Golder and Huberman, 2006; Huang et al., 2010), especially when considering the limita-

tions of the tweet itself. The hashtag convention can create thematic and contextualized conversations that 

are easily searchable (ibid.). 

 

Hashtags allow Twitter users to label their tweets with relevant keywords or themes (Boyd et al., 2010), 

which then directs tweets to a specific thematic stream of online conversations (Huang et al., 2010). Thereby 

the hashtag signals the context in which a given tweet occurs (ibid.). As such, the use of hashtags can reduce 

ambiguity by directing tweets to the intended audience and provide a context for interpretation. 

 

The Explore function is also an important aspect of the hashtag; important enough to have its own tab in the 

side menu of Twitter, just below the Home timeline tab. It is closely related to the hashtag since the results 

shown when a user clicks Explore the given hashtagged tweets (Twitter Help Center D, n.d.). Explore was 

introduced in 2017 as an extension of the previous iteration, Moments, which was criticized for being unable 

to resolve the noise pollution in the feed of tweets, in part because it was not backed by an algorithm (Good-

win, 2017). 

  

Twitter describes the Explore function as “where Twitter shows you what’s happening, right now” (Twitter 

Help Center D, n.d.). The function is divided into three: For you, which includes popular hashtags, subjects, 

or updates that Twitter thinks the user enjoy most, based on his/her activity; Trending, which is whatever is 
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trending on Twitter around the world; and News, sports, fun and entertainment, which consist of other top 

stories or news (Twitter Help Center D, n.d.). In other words, it is a function where Twitter (based on an 

algorithm) handpicks the most relevant content for the user in order to engage the user in increasing activity 

on the platform. 

  

In addition, Twitter encourages its users to use Twitter more often for better Explore-results, since the more 

a user interacts with tweets and follows accounts and topics, the more precise the results of Twitter’s algo-

rithms are able to provide, which, Twitter argues, is an advantage for the user since they will receive content 

with more relevance to them (Twitter Help Center D, n.d.). But, as we will show, this increased activity is of 

great value to Twitter. 

 

Home timeline 

What Twitter refers to as the Home timeline is the landing page when you log in to your account with tweets, 

replies, and retweets from all the users that a given user is following. From Twitter’s origin in 2006 until 2017, 

the content displayed in the timeline was in reverse chronological order (Nemeth, 2020). This way of showing 

users content was referred to as “While You Were Away” and meant that users would see all content since 

their latest login, with the newest shown first. 

However, as more people joined Twitter, and the number of accounts followed by each account equivalently 

went up, it became difficult to catch up on all the tweets you missed after being offline. Twitter, therefore, 

introduced the relevance model with an algorithmic timeline in 2017, which replaced “While You Were Away” 

with “In Case You Missed It” (Nemeth, 2020). With the new algorithmic timeline, posts are presented to users 

based on their relevance, determined by factors such as the types of topics and profiles that a given user 

engages with (Nemeth, 2020). 

In Twitter’s own words: 

“Top Tweets are ones you are likely to care about most, and we choose them based on accounts you inter-

act with most, Tweets you engage with, and much more. You may see a summary of the most interesting 

Tweets you might not have seen, labelled as in case you missed it. You may also see content such as pro-

moted Tweets or Retweets in your timeline. Additionally, when we identify a Tweet, an account to follow, or 

other content that is popular or relevant, we may add it to your timeline. This means you will sometimes see 

Tweets from accounts you don't follow” (Twitter Help Center A, n.d.). 
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This means that Twitter organizes the tweets that users are exposed to based on an algorithm that seeks to 

select the most relevant content for each user. On top of that, the Home timeline has promoted content, as 

well as Twitter’s own suggestions of tweets and accounts, which have specifically chosen for each user. 

Direct messages 

The direct message function allows users to send private messages to each other and share both tweets and 

media. This is a way for users to share tweets and other content together with a private message, which 

might contain sensitive information or at least information that the users do not want to be publicly available. 

The direct messages can be between two users or in a group of several users at once. 

Notifications 

Notifications can appear for a wide range of activity, including likes, replies, and retweets of your tweet men-

tions through @-tagging, new followers, and activity in tweets or replies that the user is mentioned in (Twit-

ter Help Center A, n.d.). This extensive list leads to the potential of countless notifications, as well as a corre-

lation between notifications and activity, in which the more active a user is, the more notifications he/she 

will get. It is possible for the user to manage which activity that generates a notification, but the default 

settings when you sign up for Twitter includes all notifications (ibid.). The notifications are therefore an im-

portant factor in maintaining user activity since it acts as a continuous reminder about new activity for the 

user to interact with. 

Search 

Twitter’s search bar has a fixed position in the top right corner of the website and allows users to locate 

anything from tweets, accounts, and hashtags to breaking news, videos, and personal interests (Twitter Help 

Center B, n.d.). Results from the search come up as the user types (again, based on the relevance model), and 

if the anticipated result does not show up, the user can choose to filter the search between the categories: 

Top, Latest, People, Photos, and Videos (ibid). 

It is also possible for the user to set his/her own search filter options. This can be done to view results from 

anyone or only people you follow, as well as anywhere or near you. Users can also select a different language 

or perform an advanced search, which has many filters such as a specific period, specific words, and specific 

accounts (ibid). 
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Verification 

Accounts on Twitter can become so-called verified accounts when Twitter finds them to be particularly trust-

worthy and of public relevance. Then they will receive a little checkmark in a blue wheel next to their account 

name, such as seen next to President Biden’s username. In Twitter’s own words, “The blue verified badge on 

Twitter lets people know that an account of public interest is authentic” (Twitter Help Center C, n.d.). In order 

to become verified, they must live up to Twitter’s three criteria: authentic, notable, and active. 

 

 

 

 

 

Authenticity is evaluated through a mix of internal signals of a given account's followers and engagement 

count. Signals associated with third-party, public resources is also assessed. 

An account is notable if it represents or is associated with a prominently recognized individual or brand, 

which includes government accounts, companies or brands with presence in public indices or with a follower 

count in the top 0.1% of active accounts located in the same geographic region, news organisations, journal-

ists, professional sports teams, and perhaps most interestingly for this thesis, certain activists, organizers, 

and other influential individuals. 

This latter category must also have a follower count in the top 0,1 % of active accounts, demonstrate con-

sistent usage of Twitter in the six months prior to applying, and not post content that harasses, shames, or 

insults an individual or a group. Twitter makes an exception in this category if an account represents a public 

role in matters of high public interest, including “activists and local political leaders in times of protest or in 

connection with a significant cultural event” (Twitter Help Center C, n.d.). 

An active account must have an image, be logged in within the last six months, have a confirmed email, and, 

most importantly, for the more disputed users, such as for instance Donald Trump: “The account must not 

have had a 12-hour or 7-day lockout for violating the Twitter Rules in the past six months (excluding successful 

appeals)” (Twitter Help Center C, n.d.). 
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The verified accounts thus hold a certain degree of authority, which allows them to accumulate more follow-

ers as well as distort the allocation of who gets attention on Twitter. As Bastos et al. (2012) discovered in 

their article: “Gatekeeping Twitter: Message diffusion in political hashtags”, less than 0.05% of users attract 

almost 50% of all attention on Twitter. This is an important fact to keep in mind in regard to information 

distribution on Twitter, which we will return to later in the analysis. 

Trends for you 

Trends for you is a function with a fixed position on the right side in the web browser of Twitter. In this way, 

it can be accessed whether the user is reading through the timeline, exploring hashtags, or visiting his/her 

own profile. The suggestions can be both people, places, and phenomena, and by default, they are based on 

your location and what Twitter refers to as “personal adjustment” (Twitter Help Center F, n.d.), which among 

other things, is based on whom the user is currently following. Nevertheless, Twitter allows the user to un-

check the boxes for both “location” and “personal adjustment”. Trends for you is an important function in 

regard to Twitter’s revenue generated by advertisements, which will be elaborated under the section Hidden 

Affordances. 

Ahead of the 2020 US election, Twitter took a series of measures to prepare for the potential issues that the 

political activity on the platform can trigger in an event like this (Gadde & Beykpour, 2020). Among these, 

Twitter’s policy and safety team stated that “we will only surface Trends in the “For You” tab in the United 

States that include additional context” (Gadde & Beykpour, 2020). By adding more context and information 

to explain why a given subject is trending, Twitter elaborated that “this will help people more quickly gain an 

informed understanding of the high volume public conversation in the US and also help reduce the potential 

for misleading information to spread” (Gadde & Beykpour, 2020), reflecting the fact, that Twitter was both 

aware and concerned about the debate happening via the platform in this specific time period. 

Who to follow 

In continuation of the above, the “Whom to follow” column appears just below “Trends for you” in a similar 

fixed position. It gives the user suggestions of accounts to follow, which can be either Twitter’s suggestions 

or accounts which have earned the spot by paying for a promotion, in which case it will read “Promoted” 

below the account name. The promoted accounts which appear in Who to follow is, as we will elaborate on 

under Hidden Affordances, a central income source for Twitter. 
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The suggestions generated by Twitter can be based on the user’s address book contacts from a mobile device 

if the user has chosen to upload them (Twitter Help Center E, n.d.). Apart from that, the suggestions from 

Twitter are generated through patterns from the user’s following history, which is done through more algo-

rithms. In order to promote transparency, Twitter gives insight into the criteria the algorithms are based on, 

such as email address, phone number, location, activity on Twitter, and visits to third-party websites that 

integrate Twitter content (Twitter Help Center E, n.d.). However, the user will have to search for these spe-

cifics him/herself. 

 

Followers/Following relationship  

 

The main function that distinguishes Twitter from other related social media or ICTs is the ways that Twitter 

relations are structuring the communication flow and filter information. First, Twitter relies on visible social 

connections to establish a kind of ‘sender-audience’ relationship. Though a user’s tweets and collection of 

previous tweets are usually (unless actively set to private) publicly available via permalinks, the very idea of 

Twitter is the concept of following. It is somewhat equivalent to subscribing to the updates of the followed 

users, where their tweet, together with the other users you follow, will be presented in your feed. This differs 

from, e.g. Facebook, where the online interactions are structured more around a reciprocal relationship (be-

friending contacts). In that sense, Twitter builds on a unilateral follower/following relationship, which affords 

a more unstructured, unidirectional flow of communication. 
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Social Media Comparison-Matrix 

The matrix below provides a brief overview of some of the main characteristics of Twitter and two of the other 

largest social media (SoMe), Facebook and Instagram, in regard to the above section on Twitter’s distinctive 

functions: 

 

 
Source: Walton, 2021. 

 

Twitter functions as co-constructed  

In the above section, the thesis presents the technical functions of Twitter that are foundational for the af-

forded behaviours and acts on and with Twitter. As the thesis seeks to investigate the interactional and co-

constructional affordances that are made in the interaction between Twitter – the technology – and the 

social life engaging with it, it seems relevant to first highlight how even the basic functions of Twitter have 

been created in the interplay with the users. 

 

In an interview with Nicholas Thompson from Wired Magazine, Twitter CEO Jack Dorsey reveals how a range 

of the functions we today understand as Twitter main’s functions are created by the users (Thompson, 2018). 

He argues that one of the most interesting things about Twitter is how Twitter has been created by the users. 

The @-symbol used to tag and address other users, the #-hashtag, the retweet, and the thread of tweets in 

Active users

Type of SoMe

Interaction type

Max. length of post

Option for groups

Target audience

330 million

Microblogging

Followers

280 characters

No

Majority below age 30, 
equally men and women, 

longer education

2.5 billion

Social network

Friend requests

63,206 characters

Yes

Everyone

1 billion

Photo & video

Followers

2,200 characters

No

Majority between age 
18-24, more women than 
men, urban and affluent
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a row “has all been invented by people using our service, not by us” (ibid.). He continues to explain that he 

finds it an interesting journey to see what Twitter (read: the users) wants and how it manifests itself contin-

uously. He thereby emphasizes Twitter as a result of co-creation with the users. 

 

This is an interesting starting point of the coming analysis, as the research aims to uncover the dynamic and 

intertwined nature of the affordances instead of viewing Twitter as the technological agent that shapes and 

constrains human actions. 

 

The following affordance analysis will draw upon a range of the functions to analyse the actions that are 

being afforded in the interplay between Twitter and the users, but this emphasizes the point that the tech-

nology is not just an agent that enables and constrains opportunities for human actions – but is rather created 

in the interplay with human agents and is, as researches Nagy & Neff (2015) states; “adaptive, learning, re-

sponsive, and changing along with the users they share an environment with” (p. 5). 

 

Twitter’s affordances 

In the previous chapter, the thesis has described the features that constitute Twitter as a technology, includ-

ing what specific functions users have at their hand while engaging with the platform. Based on Twitters 

functionality, the coming chapter will further analyse the specific, actionable affordances that emerge based 

on the functionality. The research points towards the following three affordances: 

1) The Hidden Affordances of Twitter, referring to the underlying algorithmic foundation of Twitter, 

that is not directly perceived by users, yet structuring the way in which Twitter is put into use. 

2) The Information Distribution that happens via the technology and the potential spread of misin-

formation, e.g. because of the short format of the tweet. 

3) The last affordance analysed deals with the interaction on Twitter as a platform facilitating Political 

Discussion, including Twitter’s ability to facilitate a network of networks. 

 

After describing the abovementioned affordances, we will perform more in-depth research on some empiri-

cal events that took place during the presidential election 202. The aim is to investigate how these events 

have shaped the affordances and the dynamic relationship between the users and Twitter.  
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Affordance 1: The Hidden Affordances 

With regard to Gaver’s (1991) concept of hidden affordances, this section seeks to analyse the affordances 

of Twitter that are not directly functions that facilitate user engagement and that are not directly perceptible 

to the users. However, these can still be categorized as affordances since they are created through the users’ 

engagement with Twitter, but the hidden affordances display themselves to the users in the form of ads, and 

they are thereby contributory in shaping the user experience. The hidden affordances covered in this section 

include Twitter’s use of cookies, algorithms, and Twitter Ads. 

Affordances are categorized as hidden due to their lack of perceptibility by the users. As Bucher and Helmond 

address in their article on social media affordances, the user does not perceive the action possibility of, e.g. 

placing cookies to track users across the web, which thereby makes it a hidden affordance created through 

platform interaction and it shapes the user’s experience but without being visible to the users (Bucher & 

Helmond, 2018). Another example is algorithms, which are also hidden affordances with Gaver’s concept 

since their action possibilities have an influence on our social relations and the content we see, without being 

directly perceivable as such (Bucher & Helmond, 2018). 

The hidden affordances of Twitter are closely connected to Twitter Ads, which is Twitter’s advertising plat-

form for businesses, individuals, and others with interest in advertising through Twitter. Advertising on Twit-

ter accounted for 86% of Twitter’s revenue in 2020 (the remaining 14 % coming from data licensing), gener-

ating around $3.2 billion that same year (Reiff, 2021). Advertising and other types of promoted content are, 

for this reason, a central part of Twitter’s business model. 

Most of Twitter’s advertising revenue comes from promoted products, such as promoted tweets, accounts, 

and trends from Twitter’s function Trends for you, as explicated above in Twitter’s main functions. This is 

where the many algorithms implemented by Twitter become vital since algorithms allow Twitter to offer 

tailored advertising opportunities for the buyers of the advertisements (Reiff, 2021). 

As described previously, algorithms pick up on the users’ activity on Twitter, including everything from likes, 

searches, follows, and even the content of a tweet, which is very valuable information to Twitter Ads, since 

it makes the targeting of promoted content much more precise and, hence, more valuable for the advertisers. 

In this way, all the perceptible affordances of Twitter that users take advantage of every day by tweeting, 

liking, searching etc., are creating hidden affordances that Twitter makes billions of dollars from. 
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An example hereof is a simple like on Twitter, which on the one hand has a communicative affordance for 

the user of, e.g. signalling support or appreciation of a tweet, but on the other hand also possess the af-

fordance of a universal currency for advertisers (Bucher & Helmond, 2018). Twitter connects with Twitter 

Ads, Twitter Official Partners (companies that help brands get more out of Twitter), and advertisers to target 

the end-users and measure engagement on the personalized advertisements. In this process, the like plays a 

crucial role since it is the most simple and frequent interaction tool for Twitter users, and together with other 

activity on Twitter, it can show information about the device they are using, such as IP address and installed 

apps. Ultimately, these activities are used to predict the engagement rate for an ad, to determine its rele-

vancy for a user, and subsequently, the price of the ad (Bucher & Helmond, 2018). 

Another hidden affordance of Twitter is the platform’s use of cookies. Cookies are small files that websites 

place on your computer or other devices as you browse the web (Twitter Help Center F, n.d.). In Twitter’s 

own words, cookies are used by the platform to “help provide you with a better, faster, and safer experience”, 

as well as “to discover how people are using our services and to make them work better” (Twitter Help Center 

F, n.d.). 

However, Twitter’s usage of cookies is also another way of collecting data from both users and non-users, via 

what is referred to as the wider ‘Twitter ecosystem’, which includes Twitter buttons and other platform func-

tionality on external websites and apps (Bucher & Helmond, 2018). This means that Twitter can collect data 

from people visiting any external website with a Twitter function, e.g. a company with its own embedded 

Twitter timeline on its website or an organisation with an embedded follow button on its website, which 

affords website visitors to follow the given company or organisation on Twitter directly from the website 

(Bucher & Helmond, 2018). 

Thus, Twitter’s data collection from cookies becomes very extensive since it goes far beyond active users on 

the platform and includes the wider Twitter ecosystem (Bucher & Helmond, 2018). As Bucher and Helmond 

argue, tracking people via cookies on external websites can be classified as a hidden affordance since “users 

do not perceive the action possibility of placing cookies to track users across the web” (Bucher & Helmond, 

2018: p. 26). 

In regard to the perceivability of cookies on external websites, people will have to accept the use of cookies 

before they become active. However, in most cases, the choice is between ‘Accept cookies’ or ‘Read more’ 

when an individual visit a website for the first time, which often makes people more likely to accept cookies 

instead of spending time reading about cookie policies (Bucher & Helmond, 2018). In this way, the system 
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behind cookies is built in a way that pushes the user towards accepting the cookies, which is a great ad-

vantage for Twitter. 

In order to demonstrate transparency, Twitter has an entire page devoted to how cookies and similar tech-

nologies are used (Twitter Help Center F, n.d.), in which the different applications are described. Twitter 

users, thus, do have access to this information; however, they will have to seek it themselves, and it is there-

fore not a directly perceivable affordance with reference to Gaver’s (1991) notion of hidden affordances. 

Twitter’s hidden affordances are therefore closely connected to the more perceivable affordances of the 

platform. Whenever a user (or non-user) interacts with Twitter’s functions, he/she creates an affordance of 

the usage, which varies based on the specific function and how it is utilized. This usage/interaction creates 

the foundation of the hidden affordances of Twitter, which is centred around data collection for advertise-

ment sales. From an affordance perspective, Twitter’s business model is therefore built on offering services 

that users have an incitement of using because of the affordances created for the users, such as easy inter-

action boundless of time and space. Twitter can then make a profit from the hidden affordance of extracting 

data from the users, which can be sold to advertisers as targeted and personalised information. In addition 

to this, Twitter has an incitement to make the facilitation of affordances as optimal as possible for the users, 

since the more time people spend on Twitter, the higher the value of the advertisements. 

Section 230 

The legislation encoded in Section 230, which will be presented in the following, is another important ele-

ment when considering the hidden affordances. It is fundamental for Twitter’s operation as well as users’ 

engagement with Twitter, yet it is not directly perceivable. We will argue that Section 230 affords Twitter to 

operate as they currently are and that the statute has played a crucial role in the creation of the platform as 

we know it today. 

Section 230 of the Communication Decency Act is a law that states, "No provider or user of an interactive 

computer service shall be treated as the publisher or speaker of any information provided by another infor-

mation content provider" (Legal Information Institute, n.d). Thus, it is a law that protects Twitter (and other 

related ICTs) from being held accountable for the user-generated content on the platform. In other words, 

hosts, such as Twitter, are not viewed as a publisher with the associated legal responsibilities, but rather as 

a distributor of information, that cannot be held accountable for the content. Therefore, even if the platform 

chooses to moderate the content of a given tweet, it does not lose the safe harbour of Section 230 (ibid.). 

Hence, Twitter can curate, promote, block, and shape the content and information exchanged on the 
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platform without facing legal issues. This allows us to understand Section 230 as a cornerstone of how Twitter 

has come to be what it is today. Section 230 is a socially and legally constructed prerequisite that afforded a 

way for Twitter to develop into the most used political discussion platform (TechBytes, 2017), without facing 

legal charges for the consequences of the actions it brought into the offline world. For example, online 

threats that may have led to actual death or online organized riots that led to offline violence and vandalism. 

 

This fact does not imply that Twitter is not actively engaging in the content. Since Twitter, in their own words, 

actively work towards “empowering democratic conversation, driving civic participation, facilitating 

meaningful political debate, and enabling people to hold those in power accountable” (Gadde & Bey-

kpour, 2020), they actively modify a lot of the content that is generated via Twitter. For example, via 

labelling tweets with misinformation labels, deleting certain tweets, blocking certain users etc. Even 

though Twitter does take some security precautions towards suppressing the spread of misinfor-

mation, there is still quite a lot of discussion about whether Twitter (and other related ICTs) are too 

well protected via Section 230, which allows them to act as publishers (or Gatekeepers), but without 

being held accountable as such. Many people have therefore pushed for a revision of Section 230, and 

there have been several Senate hearings on the topic of questioning Twitter CEO Jack Dorsey on the 

matter. This social and political criticism can be viewed as a push back on Twitter and may eventually 

lead to changes in the legal frames that Twitter has blossomed under. In the later analysis of the Fifth 

Estate, the thesis will return to the issues that Twitter faces with the Section 230 Senate hearings. 

 

Affordance 2: Information distribution 

Twitters anywhere, anytime connectivity enables tweets containing some sort of information to travel fast 

because it can be shared 1) at any time, by anyone and 2) broadly, as the Twitter activities and content has 

no physical constraints but operate in an online space of flows. Adding to that, Twitter users are intercon-

nected through unidirectional subscriber links, which is used to exchange information. Thus, Twitter offers a 

platform with the ability to share and gain information through networks. Though, information sharing is 

only actively afforded because the users are, in fact, doing so.  

 

Twitter was not always a platform known for information and newsworthiness. Back in 2009, Twitter had less 

than 30 million active users (Iqbal, 2021) in comparison to 330 million active users today. In 2009, Twitter 

was still a relatively new platform to many Internet users. That year, an incident happened that changed how 

Twitter was understood in terms of news and information sharing.  
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Twitter becoming an Information and News-platform 

On January 15th, 2009, a Twitter user – Janis Krums, was taking a ferry to New Jersey when he saw the now 

well-known US Airways flight 1549 that made a spectacular and successful emergency landing on the Hudson 

River. He snapped a photo of the airplane in the water and shared it with his, at the time, 170 Twitter follow-

ers (Thorbecke, 2021). To his surprise, Krums started getting calls from news shows regarding the event and 

how he had used Twitter to notify the world. Only later that day, he understood that the photo had gone 

viral via Twitter (ibid.). 

 

Twitter’s CEO pointed out in a 2013 interview that the incident with Krums’ photo on Twitter had changed 

everything for Twitter because suddenly, the world was turning its attention to Twitter, as it was the source 

of news (ibid.).  Dorsey adds, “and it wasn't us, it was this person in the boat using the service, which is even 

more amazing” (Thorbecke, 2021). With this statement, Dorsey emphasizes that Twitter does not take credit 

for the content on the platform, thereby also disclaiming responsibility for any other content, as well as 

branding the platform as a democratic medium with user-generated content and a voice of the people.  

 

It is also an example of how Twitter became a platform that affords information and News distribution, and 

in 2019, a study revealed that 56% of social media users would go to Twitter for News, making it the absolute 

preferred social media platform for news reading (Insider Intelligence, 2021).  

 

Twitter enables the users to tweet, retweet and interact and thereby, the users create the content, sharing 

and interacting around the information and news. This illustrates how the users and Twitter are co-creating 

the actions from which Twitter becomes an interactive space for information distribution and news sharing, 

and the earlier mentioned quotation of the CEO shows that Twitter both recognizes and highlight this as a 

defining feature (hence adding to the argument, that it is the users, and not Twitter, who are responsible for 

the content).  

 

Due to the fact that tweets allow only 280 characters, it forces users to be brief in their communication, 

which limits the richness of a tweet, often leaving much room for the individual interpretation of the Tweet. 

Tweets are therefore limited but also free and easily accessible sources of information. Thus, tweets can be 

effective to inform people on a general basis because Twitter enables a one-to-many type of communication 

where information is distributed quick and broadly, whilst it travels within the clusters of Twitter networks. 

The immediacy of information on Twitter has the potential for informing a larger group of people relatively 

easy and within trusted networks. 
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The Twitter technology also affords a kind of meta-voicing, where users engage in continuous online conver-

sations. Users do so by tweeting, reacting to others' tweets, retweeting, or engaging in hashtag discussions. 

This affordance is referred to as meta-voicing rather than voicing, as the user is not simply voicing his own 

opinion but also adding metaknowledge to the content that is already fluctuating via the platform. Meta-

voicing can take many forms, including retweeting, voting on a posting, commenting on someone's post, 

voting on the comment, liking a profile, etc. 

 

Papacharissi (2002) argues that communication technologies, such as Twitter, possess a strong ability to en-

rich the political discussion because it provides general access to information and invites users to engage. On 

the other hand, it also has the potential to damage and causes fragmentation of political discourse and com-

promise representativeness, for example, via the spread of false information. In the following chapter, we 

will go deeper into the mechanisms behind and consequences of the spread of false information via Twitter 

and other ICTs. 

 

The potential spread of false information 

Twitter is a platform facilitating the distribution of all information, both interesting and dull, and both correct 

and false. Before examining the concept of false information, we want to emphasise that it is a comprehen-

sive task to determine what is correct versus false information. Ultimately it is a discussion or analysis of the 

power relations between opposing interests. Determining what is false and what is not within the scope of 

this research; instead, we use existing knowledge to discuss this topic and analyse the dynamics in which 

information that may be harmful can spread via Twitter. 

 

As will be elaborated in the Fifth Estate analysis, the potential for the spread of misinformation on Twitter is 

both a threat to the platform and to the platform, which is why this thesis has a particular focus on this 

aspect. The information circulating on Twitter is curated by users themselves and is not produced under any 

journalistic ruleset, which increases the potential for the creation and spread of misinformation. Further-

more, the fast distribution of information may also be challenged by the unstructured, unidirectional com-

munication flow that characterizes Twitter, allowing, as we concluded earlier, for the information to move 

rapidly and infinitely. As we have found, Twitter users often only get a brief overview of a given story via the 

platform, lacking both details and context, which could potentially enhance the spread of rumours and false 

or insufficient information. Also, as a central feature in new communication technologies, there is an aspect 

of dis-embeddedness from time and space (Giddens, 1990). Twitter enables a space in which users do not 
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have to communicate simultaneously or in the same physical space. It is an advantage in the form of infor-

mation distribution because users can read post or updates from yesterday, but it also represents uncer-

tainty. This uncertainty is based on the fact that users cannot be sure whom they communicate with, if the 

communication effort is received, or if the communication will receive any response. Thus, users can easily 

lose control over their communication, and that is of importance because it has the potential to spread fast 

and wide. 

 

Researchers have found that false stories often get more attention, spread much faster, has a greater reach 

of audience, and generate more engagement than factually truthful information (Dizikes, 2018). The distri-

bution of potentially false information is further complicated by the presence of bots, online trolls (trolls refer 

to individuals who starts online ‘wars’ or intentionally upsets people on the Internet), as they have a heavy 

presence on Twitter and are strong distributors of content that includes false information (ibid). 

 

In preparation for the presidential election 2020, Twitter took some additional steps to limit the spread of 

misinformation. This emphasizes the challenge of the potential spread of false information, as the organisa-

tion itself realizes that it must take precautions to ensure that the issue does not become a negative influence 

on the platform.   

 

It has been at the centre of attention how former President Trump routinely shared false information on 

Twitter (Rattner, 2021), which spread widely via the platform due to his large follower crowd of 89 million 

users. A study found (ibid.)  that out of Trump’s ten most popular tweets, four of them contained false claims 

that were related to the 2020 election results. Furthermore, it was found that out of his 100 most popular 

posts, 36 contained election-related falsehoods. Those 36 posts containing false information on the election 

result received a collective of 22.6 million likes and 3.9 million retweets, according to the analysis (Rattner, 

2021). The analysis was based on a historical log of Trump’s tweets from the Trump Twitter Archive and 

excluded any retweets from accounts other than Trump’s Twitter account itself, @realDonaldTrump (ibid.). 

In a later example, the thesis will return to the notion of Donald Trump’s tweets and the false information 

they contained. 

 

Sullivan et al., performing misinformation watch (monitoring the Internet, and particularly interested in the 

scope and characteristics of information containing some sort of falsehood), reveals that the allegedly false 

news of Trump’s victory being stolen (initiated by Trump, on Twitter), spread rapidly through Twitter, and 

meanwhile only grew more complex. Furthermore, the authors have found that uneven content moderation 
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policies allow for the information to spread widely with little regulation. The technological functions of Twit-

ter, such as the easiness of posting a tweet, the retweet function, and the hashtags, allow for users to organ-

ize around potentially false information. And as it spreads, the complexity of the arguments and evidence 

increases. 

Twitter in interaction with its users made Twitter a News platform 

In the interplay of 1) Twitter has a range of technological functions and an online platform, and 2) the users 

actively using the platform, the afforded outcome has evolved into sharing information and news.  With 

reference to Hutchby’s notion that the affordances as not necessarily intended by technology (Twitter) but 

rather arise on the basis of the users, as well as the cultural and social context in which the platform is used 

(Hutchby, 2001). 

Affordance 3: Interactive-ness and Political Discussions 

The third affordance that the thesis will draw upon is the ability for interaction and political engagement. We 

find this category of special interest because of its inherent proximity to the core value of social media; in-

teraction with other people. In addition, the main functions of Twitter are directly linked to facilitating inter-

action between people. The possibility for @-tagging and thereby addressing specific users, #-tagging to cat-

egorize or thematize a tweet, interact via comments and like, retweet to endorse or comment on existing 

tweets invite end to encourage users to interact with Twitter. 

 

Adding to that, the non-reciprocal relationship between users means that regular users can easily address 

authoritarian users, such as political actors, and thereby engage in conversations with, e.g., elected officials. 

Twitter enables, via its technological functions, an optimal space for participating in conversations and for 

creating an online public discourse. 

The ‘not necessarily reciprocal’ relationships of Twitter users are interesting in the sense that it gives a 

weaker social bond than, e.g., Facebook’s friend-request system, which entails fewer constraints in regard to 

social conventions, which makes Twitter users more individualistic and less likely to abide by social conven-

tions. This aspect can be a source of serious consequences in regard to, e.g., the spread of misinformation, 

which will be analysed further in the Fifth Estate analysis. 

Interaction is an important aspect of Twitter and social media in general. This is highlighted in a study by 

Whiting and Williams from 2013, which examined the primary motives for people’s use of social media (Whit-

ing & Williams, 2013). They identified seven usage themes, in which the theme Social interaction with 88 % 
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was mentioned the most among the respondents, followed by Information seeking (80 %) and Passing time 

(76 %) (ibid.: p. 366). 

In this research, the respondents mentioned “meet people with my interests” and “keep up with what is going 

on” (Whiting & Williams, 2013: p. 366) as the most important reasons for and gratifying aspects of using 

social media. In the same study, a focus group interview, the participants told that they “have more contact 

with people via social media than face to face” and that “social media gives them a social life” (ibid.). Survey 

respondents reported that they use social media to interact with various types of people ranging from family, 

co-workers, friends, and new acquaintances (ibid.). Hence, social media forms a very substantial part of many 

people’s social life. 

Interaction is, therefore, a central motive for social media users, and online interaction is likewise a core 

affordance of Twitter. If we look at the tweet, for example, which is arguably the most important function of 

Twitter, it allows the user to communicate a message to (an) other users (s). However, it cannot be regarded 

purely as one-way communication due to the many interactional functions linked with a tweet, such as the 

like, comment, retweet, etc. 

Furthermore, it can be argued that Twitters technological functions afford a range of different communica-

tion types such as one-to-one (direct message), one-to-many (regular tweet, the amount depending on the 

no. of followers of a given user), many-to-one (users @-tagging another user), and many-to-many (e.g. via 

the use of hashtags). The thing that all the different types of communication have in common is that they 

rest on Twitter as the organizing agent in the interactions. 

It is a central feature in new communication technologies, namely the dis-embeddedness from time and 

space (Giddens, 1990). It enables a space in which users do not have to communicate simultaneously or in 

the same physical space, and that has serious effects on the communication (ibid.). It is an advantage in the 

form of information distribution because users can read post or updates from yesterday, but it also repre-

sents uncertainty. This uncertainty is based on the fact that users cannot be sure whom they communicate 

with, if the communication effort is received, or if the communication will receive any response. Thus, users 

can easily lose control over their communication, and that is of importance because it has the potential to 

spread fast and wide. 

Twitter affords a unidirectional connection, where reciprocal approval is not needed to follow or contact 

other users. It is easy to find and follow accounts that the users do not know personally but only through 

their reputation and public appearances. Therefore, it can be argued that Twitter, to a great extent, affords 
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participation of weak ties connections – for example, by following politicians, celebrities, news organizations 

or opinion leaders. In the Twitter landscape, all connections are functionally the same – whether they are 

personal or impersonal connections. 

 

Twitter rewards immediacy. The information posted by users appears momentarily, on a real-time basis and 

therefore also ages rather quickly. Due to the Twitter algorithms, users will more often see more posts from 

opinion leaders and other weak-tied connections, rather than close family and friends, because they do not 

post as often, and therefore their tweets will be less visible (Valenzuela, 2017). Based hereon, it can be argued 

that Twitter affords effective communication within the weak tied connections. The Twitter technology ena-

bles the diffusion of more novel information, resources, and possibilities of participation through weaker 

ties. 

 

Weaker ties among users have the potential threat of eliminating social norms and conventions when navi-

gating in the online world, such as pushing the boundary for what is appropriate speech in conversation, but 

also what information is distributed. A tweet with a controversial message may be more likely to be re-

tweeted by a given user if that user does not have any strong or personal ties with the receivers of the mes-

sage. 

 

Twitter relies on brief and punchy messages to communicate within networks. Twitter’s unique affordances 

like the unstructured and non-reciprocal follower/following relationship facilitate the quick spread of novel, 

diverse and targeted political information, which can enable the users’ participation, such as protest partici-

pation or other collective offline actions. 

 

Twitter as a tool for political interests 

Initially, Twitter was created for groups of friends to be able to keep track of what each other were doing 

based on their status updates, very like texting, but in a shared online space (MacArthur, 2020). But since, 

the platform has developed into the main platform for political discussion (TechBytes, 2017). Hence, Twitter 

describes its platform as a place that ”enables the public to hear from elected officials and world leaders 

directly. It is built on a principle that the people have a right to hold power to account in the open” (Twitter 

Inc., 2021).  

 

Research has found that since the 2016 election cycle, Twitter has become the go-to platform for ranting and 

discussing politics for a huge mass of users doing the same exact thing (TechBytes, 2017). Furthermore, 
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politicians heavily initiate and engage in the political discussion on Twitter and have become strongly present 

on the platform, tweeting non-stop and often directly to their political opponents or the public (TechBytes, 

2017). 

 

Without the users’ actualization and use of Twitter specifically for political discussion, Twitter would have 

been a different platform. Thus, the room for political engagement is afforded and exists in the intersection 

between Twitter facilitating a range of technological functions and inviting the users to interact and the grow-

ing number of users that are putting Twitter into use. Twitter’s role as the main platform for political inter-

action is, therefore, a result of the usage by the users, which Twitter CEO Jack Dorsey also underlined when 

commenting on the earlier mentioned Tweet about the emergency landing on the Hudson River: “and it 

wasn't us, it was this person in the boat using the service, which is even more amazing” (Thorbecke, 2021). 

Twitter claims record levels of election-related conversation volumes of political communication and engage-

ment on the platform during and after the election period in 2020 (Gadde & Beykpour, 2020). And in 2020, 

Donald Trump was the most @-tagged person, and Joe Biden the second most @-tagged (Twitter – spending 

one year with Twitter). It underlines the fact that political engagement plays a major role in the interactions 

that are being made via Twitter. Furthermore, it shows that users are actively using the platform to com-

municate somewhat directly to the political leaders, and the political leaders, who are also users, reversely 

use it as direct communication to their (potential) voters. 

This shows how the social interactions unfolding via Twitter has pushed Twitter in the direction of becoming 

the main platform for political discussions. Also, this has happened as the amount of Twitter users grew, 

alongside a growing number of politicians using the platforms and even running political campaigns via Twit-

ter (Pew Research Center, 2020). 

 

Thus, the space for political interaction is afforded and exists in the intersection between 1) Twitter facilitat-

ing a range of technological functions that invites the users to interact and 2) the growing number of actively 

engaged users – 330 million that is using Twitter for, among other, political engagement and 3) the growing 

presence of political figures on the platform, such as elected officials and other politicians. Altogether, it 

affords political interaction on Twitter. 

 

Subsequently, in the analysis, the thesis will analyse empirical events, aiming to analyse the affordances in 

an empirical setting and illustrating how interaction within Twitter is centred around collective use of the 

hashtag function that creates networks among Twitter users. 
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Empirical events  

The empirical events that will be presented in the following are 1) Twitter’s preparational steps ahead of the 

US Election 2020, 2) Blocking of New York Post article and 3) #StopTheSteal networks forming on Twitter, 

especially in the light of Trump being suspended. All events are included to investigate how the political 

engagement via Twitter in relation to the presidential election 2020 is unfolding. In addition, the dynamic 

processes where Twitter both enable and constraint the actions of the users, and likewise, the users are 

pushing back and forcing the platform to adapt and reinvent itself. 

 

Twitter in preparation for the Election Period 

Ahead of the US election 2020, Twitter introduced “a set of policy, enforcement and product changes to add 

context, encourage thoughtful consideration, and reduce the potential for misleading information to spread 

on Twitter.” (Gadde & Beykpour, 2020). 

 

In this connection, Twitter announces in a Twitter blog post that it plays a critical role on a global level in 

empowering democratic conversations and civic participation, facilitating meaningful political debates and 

enabling civic users to hold those in power accountable (ibid.) The Twitter updates that were introduced just 

before the election period took place were meant to increase the context of tweets and conversations, to 

encourage more thoughtful consideration before tweets would be amplified on the platform (Gadde & Bey-

kpour, 2020). This points to the fact that Twitter is very aware of the potential problems of losing legitimacy 

– or being held accountable for misinformation that could damage the public debate. The announcement of 

such messages can be seen as an attempt to gain legitimacy as an active promoter and facilitator of democ-

racy and global interaction, but without taking responsibility for the content that is spread on the platform, 

since Twitter argues the content, and to some extent also the functionalities, of the platform are primarily 

created by the users. 

 

However, the increasing debate about the amount of misinformation and the public debate around how to 

stop it resulted in Twitter taking a more active moderating role by, for instance, putting warning labels on 

tweets with misleading information. If users attempted to retweet a tweet that has a warning label, they 

would be presented with a prompt that pointed them towards credible information before being able to 

amplify the tweet. Twitter would furthermore de-amplify the tweets that had warning labels via its own rec-

ommendation system to make sure the labelled tweets did not show up as ‘Recommended’ (ibid.). 
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Twitter adding warning labels to tweets 

More so, Twitter would add additional warning labels and restrictions on tweets from US political figures, 

accounts with more than 100.000 followers or tweets that obtain significant engagement (25k likes or 25k 

retweets) (ibid.). Users would have to click through a warning just to view the tweet, and then they could 

neither, like, retweet, nor reply to the given tweet. 

 

Users only had the option to quote the tweet, which, as explained in Twitter’s functions – a quote tweet 

is a retweet that has been made with the retweeting user’s own comment. It differs from a regular re-

tweet because it is shown to the followers along with the user’s own comments. It starts a whole new thread 

of comments that people can retweet and like but separated from the original tweet. These tweets would 

not be algorithmically recommended and amplified like normally due to Twitter’s measures leading up to the 

election 2020. These precautions were meant to reduce the spread of misleading information and encourage 

the users to think twice before amplifying a tweet with a warning label (ibid.). 

 

Twitter states that these changes and moderating activities are a reaction to the lessons learned from earlier 

election periods: 

“The improvements we’re announcing today are the latest in our comprehensive effort to ap-

ply the lessons of 2016, and from elections that have happened around the world since, to the 

2020 US Election.” (Gadde & Beykpour, 2020) 

 

The steps that Twitter has taken can be understood as structural changes to the technology since the use of 

Twitter as a result of the changes made differs from how Twitter typically would work. Thereby, it can be 

argued that Twitter is altering itself as a result of how Twitter has been interacted with in previous elections. 

Thus, the steps taken toward limiting the spread of false news and protecting the public debate shows how 

Twitter re-creates itself based on its pre-existence and previous experiences (how it has been interacted with 

in earlier contexts) in the social world. 

 

This relates to Hutchby’s point that technologies, in this case, Twitter, can be understood as an artefact that 

is both shaped by and shaping the ways in which people interact with, around and through them (Hutchby, 

2001). This specific example shows how users have interacted with Twitter (in the previous election) in a way 

that resulted in technological and structural changes that altered the functions of the platform in the 2020 

election. Thereby illustrating the interwovenness between the shaping of the platform and Twitter shaping 

the social manoeuvre-room via the platform.   
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The New York Post article 

The following section will present an empirical event that illustrates the effects of the fast spread of infor-

mation and the creational interaction between Twitter and its users. The example also highlights how Twitter, 

as the technology affords information to spread fast and how the human agents are pushing back – ultimately 

illustrating how Twitter and the human agents are co-creating the reality of both the social world and Twitter 

as a technology. 

 

In mid-October 2020, a few weeks before the final election would take place, the New York Post aired an 

article that woke a lot of attention. The reporting article “Smoking-gun email reveals how Hunter Biden in-

troduced Ukrainian businessman to VP dad” (Morris & Forouge, 2020) was published on 14th of October 2020, 

and started spreading via URL-sharing in tweets on Twitter. The article cites emails allegedly revealing evi-

dence of influence-peddling by Joe Biden’s son, Hunter Biden — an unclear accusation that has not yet been 

verified. The article claims that the emails were handed over by Rudy Giuliani, a Trump lawyer and ex-mayor 

in New York City after they had been copied from Hunter Biden’s previous laptop that had been left in a tech-

repair shop (ibid.). 

 

According to the New York Post article, in 2015, Hunter Biden introduced his father, Joe Biden, to a top ex-

ecutive of a Ukrainian energy company named Burisma after Hunter had joined the company’s board. Joe 

Biden was at that time, Vice President in the Obama administration. The article insinuates that Joe Biden had 

been influenced to pressure Ukrainian government officials “into firing a prosecutor who was investigating 

the company” (ibid). Furthermore, the article shows private photos of Hunter Biden and private email corre-

spondences revealing private e-mail addresses. The content of the article was captured by Twitter’s users 

and spread widely.  

 

Context: With respect to the context in which the New York Post report was published, it had the potential to 

affect the Biden family, with special emphasis on affecting the trustworthiness of an important figure in the 

Democratic party, just a few weeks before the official election day. The spread of the article could harm his 

reputation and the reputation of the Democratic Party, and thereby, potentially harm the outcome of the 

Obama campaign. Therefore, the events happening around this specific article is interesting, as it demon-

strates the dynamic relationship between on one side the human agents, the Twitter users, that might have a 

lot invested in the spread or the confinement of the article, and on the other side the technology, Twitter who 

possesses a certain decision power over what spreads and what does not. 
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As mentioned, the article began spreading on Twitter, but also on other channels, including Facebook. Shortly 

after the article was published, Twitter restricted the spread of the article by disabling the ability of the article 

to be posted, shared, or even sent privately via direct message on Twitter. If users attempted to share the 

article, Twitter would deny the ac-

tion with the notion: “We can’t com-

plete this request because this link 

has been identified by Twitter or our 

partners as being potentially harm-

ful.” (The Guardian, 2020). Twitter 

users clicking on links or re-tweeted 

a link that had already been posted 

on Twitter – before the blocking, 

would be shown a warning label: 

“link may be unsafe” (ibid.).  

 

 

First, Twitter blocked the link to the New York Post article with no official comments on the action. Several 

hours later, Twitter communicated, via Twitter, that the 

organization blocked the spread of the Post article due to 

a violation of its ‘Private Information- and Hacked Mate-

rial policies’ with emphasis on the private photos of 

Hunter Biden and private email addresses.  

Twitter’s Hacked-material policy was applied in 2018, 

and the sanctions of violating the policy were blocking 

links as the main course of action. In this case, links to the 

New York Post article were blocked.  

Since 2018, Twitter has increasingly opted to label 

tweets, adding supplementary context or warnings if a 

tweet is, for instance, glorifying violence. However, Twit-

ter had not updated the hacked-material policy since 2018. So, when the New York Post report surfaced, and 

questions about the emails’ origin were raised, the only system Twitter had ready to use was to block the 

content. 
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Looking at this within the analytical framework of the Affordances – we understand that Twitter as a material 

technology affords the opportunity to share information and make their tweets’ information richer by ena-

bling users to share links in the tweets. Twitter offered an opportunity for action, in this case, sharing an 

article that users found to be relevant in the election period, as it centred around one of two presidential 

candidates. As afforded, Twitter users – the human agents, started sharing the New York Post article. Then 

Twitter reacted by blocking the sharing of the link to the given article, thereby constraining the opportunity 

that was initially afforded – the option to share articles of relevance. 

 

This woke a lot of attention from Twitter users. A lot of angry (presumably mainly republican) Twitter users 

reacted strongly to the decision of blocking the link and limit the sharing. The flow on Twitter was vibrating 

with discontent with the power that Twitter wield over public discourse: 

 

 

 

 

The above tweets reveal dissatisfied and heated Republican Twitter users, who find that Twitter is acting in 

favour of the Democratic candidate. In the examples, they are all calling for a revisit of Section 230 (the earlier 

mentioned law that protects Internet platforms from being held accountable for the user-generated con-

tent), finding that Twitter is acting as a gatekeeper deciding what information reaches the people. In sum-

mary, Twitter has a backlash from the human agents from constraining their opportunities to share the arti-

cle, which many, especially Republicans, believed to be important information in the election period. 
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The decision to block the spread of the article sparked widespread outrage. On October 15th, 2020, due to 

pressure from the world surrounding it and using the platform, Twitter revised its Hacked Materials policy, 

allowing users to once again tweet and share the story. 

 

Soon after the article was reallowed on Twitter, the article spread even further. According to NewsWhip, 

which tracks social media engagement (likes, comments, and shares), the New York Post’s story, and articles 

related to the story, generated more than 4.7 million interactions on Facebook and Twitter within one week. 

(Rothschild & Fischer, 2020) A lot of influential Twitter users, especially political front figures, as seen above, 

shared their concern regarding Twitter’s blocking, which lead to the spreading of the story into each individ-

ual network of the users. Overall, this event reveals that Twitter’s attempt to block the article resulted in the 

opposite. 

 

Twitter’s legal, policy and trust & safety leader, Vijaya Gadde, explains in a stream on Twitter: 

 

In this case, Twitter takes action based on the users’ reaction to its initial act of blocking the link to the New 

York Post article. Users were once again allowed to share the article. This is an example of Hutchby’s (2001) 

point – that technologies can be understood as artefacts that are both shaped by and shaping the ways in 

which people interact with, around and through them. We understand from the above example that Twitter 

shapes the way we interact, in this case, by limiting the users’ opportunities to share the article. At the same 

time, Twitter is re-shaped as a reaction to the human actors pushing back. 

 

This is exemplified by the beforementioned statement by Twitter executive Gadde, stating that due to signif-

icant feedback, Twitter decided to change the company’s policies, so the users can once again share the 

article. That allows us to understand Twitter, once again, as both shaping the social context in which humans 

can act (or not act) via its technological functions while also being shaped by the humans through their inter-

action, such as with the continuous feedback. Furthermore, as noted by Nagy and Neff, it shows that 
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technologies are “adaptive, learning, responsive, and changing along with the users they share an environ-

ment with” (2015: p. 5). 

 

#StopTheSteal 

#StopTheSteal is an empirical event that illustrates how Twitter users formed a community around the same 

hashtag that may have led to offline events such as protest and, finally a deadly riot at the Capitol building 

on January 6th, 2021 (Graham, 2020). The event finally resulted in Twitter taking some severe actions by 

banning a great numberer of users, including President Trump, and thereby constraining their ability to utter 

their political opinions on Twitter, which, as mentioned previously, is the most used platform for political 

discussions. 

 

On November 4th, 2020, President Trump posted a tweet: “We are up BIG, but they are trying to STEAL the 

Election. We will never let them do it. Votes cannot be cast after the Polls are closed!” to which Twitter at-

tached a label reading “Some or all of the content shared in this Tweet is disputed and might be misleading 

about an election or other civic process” (Graham, 2020). It offered a link to “learn more” about its civic 

integrity policy (ibid.). 

 

Later that day, Trump posted on Twitter: “I will be making a statement tonight. A big WIN!” (ibid.). The tweet 

is up to interpretation, but most speculators, read that Trump claims to have won the election, which would 

be breaking Twitters Civic Integrity Policy: “People on Twitter, including candidates for office, may not 

claim an election win before it is authoritatively called”. (Gadde & Beykpour, 2020)  

 

After Trump falsely claimed victory and that the election was stolen, many Republican supporters 

started taking their dissatisfaction to Twitter. Twitter users would centre the conversation around 

#StopTheSteal as the organizing hashtag. The hashtag has been dominating the online discussion 

more than once in relation to Trump and political campaigns (Sardarizadeh & Lussenhop, 2021). The 

hashtag grew quickly in Twitter popularity (ibid.). 

 

Twitter insight shows that the use of the hashtag increased around November 4th, 2020, short after Trump 

had made the Twitter statement that the Democrats were trying to steal the election. The hashtag was 

tweeted more than 1.3 million times from November 3rd, 2020 to January 6th, 2021, when the #StopTheSteal  

protest escalated in a deadly riot at the Capitol building (ibid.). 
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The hashtag played a central role in forming communities that quickly spread, first via Twitter and then on 

to other social media platforms such as Facebook (Graham, 2020). A Twitter spokeswoman asked whether 

Trump’s declaring victory before officials counts were announced within its policies around declaring prem-

ature victory, stated “It’s unclear what is being referenced by a big WIN!” (ibid.), indicating that Twitter is 

extremely precautious in its actions, as the organization knows that its actions will be observed and could 

potentially cause a revisit of rules and regulations, such as Section 230.  

 

Between November 4th and November 7th, 2020, when Biden’s victory became undeniable, the #StoptheSteal 

movement grew simultaneously with Trump’s failed effort to “stop the count” of legitimate votes in numer-

ous states. In the aftermath of the final election results, two separate #StopTheSteal-marches on November 

14th and December 12th 2020, in Washington, D.C., were coordinated and executed by the same groups that 

got together for the January 6th 2021, riot at the Capitol building. Both protests included numerous instances 

of illegal behaviour and instances of violence, such as stabbings and fighting (Sardarizadeh & Lussenhop, 

2021).  

 

According to Atlantic Council's DFRLab,  

“The rapid coordination and escalatory engagement across various movements along the spectrum of far-

right radicalization and conspiracy groups was made possible by the varied online spaces they collectively 

occupied and leveraged.”  (Atlantic Council, 2021) 

 

#StopTheSteal illustrates the communicative power that is afforded via Twitter. It allowed users  

to gather in a sort of imagined network of people with #StopTheSteal as the organizing agent. The 

movement that was initiated via Twitter, as a reaction to Trump’s tweets on the ‘stolen’ election, soon 

led to offline protest across the country. The offline events were shared via Twitter, such as in the 

following tweets: 
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Tweets organizing offline protest via the Twitter and the hashtag #StopTheSteal 
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In the above tweets, we get a clear picture of how Twitter users are sharing both details about the offline 

events connected to the protest and live updates regarding the events, all thematized under the same 

hashtag #StopTheSteal, which indicates that the tweets are directed towards other users in favour of the 

movement. Users could easily search for #StopTheSteal and get news about the movement, information 

about the protest, and even live updates on how the offline events were coming together. 

 

The unstructured and open-ended communication also allowed users not in favour of the movement to par-

ticipate in the discussion simply by using the same hashtag. However, through exploring and analysing the 

tweets under #StopTheSteal, it becomes evident that the hashtag was dominated by tweets in favour of 

Donald Trump and users who believed that the election had been stolen. The hashtag and other interactional 

functions of Twitter afford networks of individuals to come together with the aim of a common purpose. As 

the events in the name of #StopTheSteal reveals, the networks formed on Twitter can have widespread ef-

fects on the offline world. 

 

We cannot directly conclude that the online networks that organized via #StopTheSteal led to the riot of the 

capitol building. Yet, researchers and speculators (Sardarizadeh & Lussenhop, 2021) find much certainty that 

Twitter in interplay with other social media platforms served as the facilitators for propaganda and spread 

of false information from Trump and his supporters that led to the uprise of #StopTheSteal movements, ulti-

mately resulting in offline riots and eventually the deadly storm of the Capitol building on January 6th 2021. 

 

Twitter came under much pressure to hold Trump accountable for his online communication (Roose, 2021) 

– a pressure that intensified as a number of prominent Twitter users, such as Michelle Obama and a large 

number of Twitter’s own employees, called for a permanent ban of Trump in the wake of the violent Capitol 

riot (ibid.). As a consequence, Twitter permanently banned Trump on January 8th, 2021 (Twitter Inc., 2021) 

with the official reasoning: 

 

“After close review of recent Tweets from the @realDonaldTrump account and the context around them — 

specifically how they are being received and interpreted on and off Twitter — we have permanently sus-

pended the account due to the risk of further incitement of violence.” (ibid.) 

 

In Twitter's explanation for banning Donald Trump, the awareness of how online communication has an ef-

fect on the offline world is clear. While Twitter found it necessary to ban Trump from his account, it 
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emphasizes the point that Twitter is an adaptive technology that reacts to and shapes the social world in 

which it interacts. 

 

Twitter continuous the statement:  

”In the context of horrific events this week, we made it clear on Wednesday that additional violations of the 

Twitter Rules would potentially result in this very course of action. Our public interest framework exists to 

enable the public to hear from elected officials and world leaders directly. It is built on a principle that the 

people have a right to hold power to account in the open.” 

 

In this quote, Twitter presents one of its own affordances, namely affording the public to hold people in 

power openly accountable and allow for information to flow from political leaders to the public. Twitter was 

not initially built on this principle, but as the analysis found earlier, the platform has, in interplay with the 

user’s (the public and the politicians) usage, developed into a platform that affords the easy flow of commu-

nication and holding elected officials accountable. An affordance that builds on, e.g., having president Trump 

on the platform and allowing a political front figure to speak directly to (and be spoken to by) his 89 million 

followers. 

 

As we have seen in the case of the New York Post article, when Twitter changes the ability for interaction via 

the platform, such as by banning Trump and numerous other users, it changes the afforded actions. This 

illustrates the dynamic and co-creational nature of affordances. 

  

Twitter further explains the ban of Trump’s account: 

“Due to the ongoing tensions in the United States, and an uptick in the global conversation in regard 

to the people who violently stormed the Capitol on January 6, 2021, these two Tweets must be read 

in the context of broader events in the country and the ways in which the President’s statements can 

be mobilized by different audiences, including to incite violence, as well as in the context of the pat-

tern of behaviour from this account in recent weeks.” (Twitter Inc., 2021) 

 

In this statement, we find evidence of the strong mobilization of networks, such as explained via the 

hashtag #StopTheSteal. Twitter has plenty of insight into the communication flows on the platform 

that is not available to the public, and in this connection, Twitter underlines an uptick in the conver-

sations with an emphasis on the people who stormed the Capitol. 
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Twitter goes on to acknowledge that Trump’s tweets (as a prominent, well-followed Twitter user) had 

mobilized different audiences, and it can be argued that the statement reveals the severeness and 

power that lay in the networks that are formed on the platform, for example via hashtags. 

 

Sub-conclusion: Twitter affording network of networks 

We have found that Twitter affords fast spread of information without the constraints of time and space, as 

well as a place for interaction and political engagement. Within the theory of Affordances, we acknowledge 

that a given technology is designed for a given purpose but that the actual conceptualization of the technol-

ogy only happens in its interaction with the social world. 

 

This refers to the dynamic, fluent, and adaptive nature of Twitter – but so is the users that interact with 

Twitter. It is not just Twitter affording users to do something; it is the users that are shaping the platform 

through their particular usage. Twitter gives a path for users to act within, but users’ interaction with Twitter 

is equally creating and shaping Twitter. 

 

Through the usage of Twitter, users are also creating hidden affordances. The hidden affordances, such as 

data collecting, placement of cookies on third party websites, and algorithms deciding what content the user 

is exposed to, are not directly perceptible for the users, but they materialize as a result of the interaction 

with the platform. The hidden affordances are creating the foundation for Twitter’s business model, which 

is an aspect we will look further into in the Fifth Estate analysis. 

 

In continuation of the above section analysing #StopTheSteal, the networks that Twitter facilitates 

become a vital affordance of the platform, especially when considering the influence they can have 

on the offline world. The networks arise as a result of Twitter’s distinctive functions and affordances, 

and it is these affordances created in the interplay with the users that shape Twitter as the platform 

that it is. 

 

The functions and affordances examined in this analysis lead to an ‘umbrella’ affordance and summarizing of 

Twitter and its usage; that is the facilitation of network of networks, which is a term used to describe the 

networking aspects of the Internet as a whole, which is an aspect we will look further in to in the Fifth Estate 

analysis. 
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Researchers have explained the interactive space enabled by the Internet, envisioning it as a domain for the 

public redefined by the logics of networked technologies. For example, examining online engagement in op-

pressive contexts, Shklovski and Valtysson (2012) argue that various types of publics can foster social change 

online, even in authoritarian contexts. 

 

The most common conception of publics is characterized by a common interest and a sense of being part of 

a collective. For instance, John Dewey’s and Herbert Blumer’s work that laid the foundation for the concept 

of publics show that this concept can be characterized by a group of individuals who face a common issue, 

recognize it and its effects, and organize to address it (Frederick & Neuwirth, 2008). The networks created 

around the Twitter hashtag #StopTheSteal is a good example of this, as well as the impact that the public can 

have with the facilitation by a platform like Twitter. 

 

Boyd (2011: p. 39) defines networked publics as “publics that are restructured by networked technologies”. 

Networked publics contain both the space constructed through networked technologies (such as Twitter) 

and the collective that emerges as a result of the intersection of people, technology, and practice. Boyd em-

phasises that new opportunities for interaction may lead to new dynamics that ultimately shape participa-

tion, such as in political discussions. Boyd’s point emphasizes our argument that the affordances facilitated 

by Twitter create the foundation for network participation. 

 

The networks on Twitter emerge due to numerous technological functions and co-created affordances. The 

public display of Twitter users’ associations, such as whom they follow, whose tweets they read, and retweet, 

the hashtags they use etc., are significant for Twitter. Firstly, it is public to anyone whom users are following, 

what their interests are and who is following them. This creates a network of direct or indirect connections 

and associations, for example, by retweeting and following Twitter accounts that have a similar agenda as 

oneself. Secondly, Twitter suggests new connections to users through algorithms based on users’ existing 

connections, interests, and engagement. Through tweets, retweets, replies and hashtags, users can easily 

connect and interact with one another. 

 

These network-facilitating functions, in combination with the abovementioned affordances, create the foun-

dation for specific networks to be formed. Twitter’s distinctive affordance of information distribution affords 

information to travel fast and to a large audience, while the unilateral follower/following relationship in-

volves an increased risk of false information spread due to the weakening of social conventions. On top of 

that, since the users are co-creating the affordances of the platform, their usage has made Twitter the 
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preferred forum for political discussion and engagement, which means that networks with a political agenda 

have the optimal conditions to flourish on Twitter. 

 

The issues and opportunities that arise in relation to the networks formed on Twitter will be further analysed 

in the following section within the theoretical framework of William H. Dutton’s (2009) “The Fifth Estate 

Emerging Through the Network of Networks”. 

  

 

2: The Fifth Estate Analysis 

While the affordance analysis concluded that Twitter affords the facilitation of a network of networks, the 

Fifth Estate analysis seeks to analyse the implications of Twitter’s role as an ICT and an important part of the 

Fifth Estate as an institution. The analysis will include the case of #StopTheSteal, which was a trending 

hashtag on Twitter that started an entire movement that ended up in the Capitol riot incident on January 6th, 

2021. In connection with this, the responsibility of Twitter in relation to the incident will be analysed, based 

on different views and statements related to the subject, including both Democratic and Republican politi-

cians and Twitter CEO Jack Dorsey. 

 

The empirical evidence includes the congressional hearing on the spread of misinformation by online plat-

forms, held on March 25, 2021, in which Dorsey and the CEOs of the other major online platforms were 

present. Here, the role of Section 230 and Twitter’s change of guidelines is included (as introduced in the 

affordance analysis), as well as the power relationship between the different Estates and how the Capitol 

riot incident has affected the Fifth Estate. 

 

The facilitation of network of networks is one of the main affordances of Twitter, at least in regard to our 

thesis, since it represents an affordance that emerge based on the other affordances of Twitter. All of the 

functions of Twitter and the affordances that arise in interplay with the users – the abolition of time and 

space, flow of interaction as well as the ability for interaction and the political discussions – it all leads to the 

creation of network of networks, as described in the affordance analysis. 

 

Network of networks is, therefore, a central aspect in the analysis of Twitter’s role in the election, which is 

why we chose to go more in-depth with the concept in this section. In order to do this, we apply William 

Dutton’s perspective of the Fifth Estate, which employs a network of networks as a central concept (Dutton, 

2009). Where the affordance concept helped us identify how network of networks emerge, Dutton’s theory 
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of the Fifth Estate provides a perspective of meaning and influence in regard to network of networks, espe-

cially with reference to how it affects the emergence of the Fifth Estate (Dutton, 2009). 

 

Twitter as a part of the Fifth Estate 

In Dutton’s words, the networks comprising the Fifth Estate have two key distinctive and important charac-

teristics. First of all, it provides the capabilities that enable the creation of networks of individuals, which 

have a public, social benefit. This characteristic relates to Twitter and the affordances that facilitate networks 

of users. The other characteristic involves the ability to support institutions and individuals to enhance their 

communicative power. 

 

This is done through the use of information and communication technologies (ICTs) such as Twitter, in which 

the networks formed via the use of the technology can lead to power shifts in the offline world. However, 

the Internet on its own cannot give new real power to its users. Instead, the power is a form of communica-

tive power that emerges by affording individuals opportunities to form networks. 

 

On the basis hereof, Twitter can be categorized as a part of the Fifths Estate as it affords the users commu-

nicative power. This characteristic is where the Fifth Estate theory becomes interesting for our thesis because 

it raises the question of whether the networks created on Twitter has any degree of power or influence, 

which is particularly interesting to look into with regard to the American election 2020. 

 

The power of the #StopTheSteal network 

One example that can give an indication of the power of networks is the Twitter hashtag #StopTheSteal, as 

introduced in the affordance analysis. #StopTheSteal shows how a hashtag can turn into an entire movement 

that undeniably has influence outside the online sphere. The hashtag initially allowed people to come to-

gether and find information and updates about a subject of common interest, which created the foundation 

for a series of events taking place in both the offline and online world. 

 

An illustration of this is the digital infrastructure set up by conservative activist Ali Alexander, who wanted to 

construct a digital database of Trump supporters he could dispatch to ballot counting locations and offices 

of state officials if, in his words, their “physical presence is needed” (Atlantic Council, 2021). Alexander called 

the mobilization platform a #StopTheSteal effort and announced it on the same day as far-right social media 

personality Jack Posobiec tweeted “#StopTheSteal 2020 is coming”, which was on September 7, 2020, and 

one of the earliest uses of #stopthesteal in connection with the 2020 election (Atlantic Council, 2021). 
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#StopTheSteal shows the far-reaching impact that communities formed online can have on real-world mat-

ters, in this case, the completion of an election in an otherwise strong democratic influential nation like the 

United States. 

 

As explicated in the affordance analysis, the #StopTheSteal movement shows the power of network of net-

works in the way in which it spread from Twitter across multiple platforms, including Facebook, Youtube, 

Pinterest and Reddit (Atlantic Council, 2021). In this way, network of networks with relation to #StopTheSteal 

spread rapidly via the ICTs to include a much larger population. On Facebook, a group called #StopTheSteal 

became one of the fastest-growing in the platform's history, gaining more than 300,000 members in less than 

24 hours on November 4, 2020 – the day after election day when Trump falsely claimed the victory and stated 

that the lean towards a Democratic win was a “fraud against the American people” (Sardarizadeh & 

Lussenhop, 2021). 

 

The chain of events that started with #StopTheSteal on Twitter culminated with the unprecedented event on 

January 6th, 2021, when a mob of far-right Trump supporters stormed the Capitol building (Sardarizadeh & 

Lussenhop, 2021). The storm of the Capitol was not the only violent event in connection with the period of 

turbulence due to #StopTheSteal. As mentioned in the affordance analysis, events such as the march on No-

vember 14th, and the march on December 14th, 2020, had violent clashes between protesters and law en-

forcement. Consequently, it made the 2020 election the first time in history that the United States did not 

experience a peaceful transition of power (Atlantic Council, 2021). 

 

The consequences of the power within network of networks have, in this case, proven to be very extensive, 

and it would not have been possible without the facilitation afforded by the ICTs to individuals, allowing 

information to spread and the forming of networks. This is related to the threats to the Fifth Estate men-

tioned in Dutton’s article, in which one of them is the Internet’s role in networking individuals, which he 
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refers to as a double-edged sword: “It opens the gates for aspects of the outside world that benefit the user, 

but it also brings in those causing harm by intent or accident” (Dutton, 2009: p. 23). In this way, ICTs are both 

used as a resource for the promotion of social and political movements with positive aims as well as extremist 

violence and hate groups (ibid.). 

 

Since #StopTheSteal posed a threat to a peaceful and democratic transition of power in the US, the move-

ment must be said to fall in the latter category. As Dutton argues, “the Fifth Estate could undermine valuable 

institutions, or become a conservative force by establishing ever more checks and balances” (Dutton, 2009: 

p. 21). This means that the double-edged sword of the Fifth Estate (also) affords power to the ill-intended, 

which holds the threat of undermining valuable institutions – such as the case was with #StopTheSteal and 

its effect on the American election. 

 

Dutton argues that the double-edged sword, therefore, contains a threat to the Fifth Estate because the ill-

intended networks threaten its authority when they are used to undermine valuable institutions, which was 

what #StopTheSteal did with the American election. The power embedded in network of networks is, there-

fore, in itself, a threat to the Fifth Estate’s ability to flourish when it is being exploited by ill-intended net-

works. 

 

The Congressional Hearing on Misinformation 

Based on the above, the Fifth Estate theory suggests that Twitter’s role in the facilitation of #StopTheSteal 

poses a threat to the development and influence of both the Fifth Estate and Twitter because of the negative 

impact that #StopTheSteal caused. This threat became evident with the congressional testimony hearing on 

disinformation on March 25th, 2021, in which lawmakers and politicians from both the Democratic and Re-

publican parties were present (Conger, 2021). Except for Twitter CEO Jack Dorsey, the hearing featured Fa-

cebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg and Google CEO Sundar Pichai, and its aim was to place the responsibility of 

the spread of misinformation leading to the Capitol riot (ibid).  

 

Naturally, it is a biased assumption to make that Twitter was directly accountable for the Capitol riot, both 

because it is impossible to predict the course of events within a movement with the degree of mobility that 

network of networks affords, but also because of the discussion about how much responsibility a platform 

has towards the activity of its users. Nonetheless, during the hearing, Twitter CEO Jack Dorsey took respon-

sibility for the actions of the platform in relation to the (Conger, 2021). 
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During the hearing, Dorsey was asked to answer either “yes” or “no” as to whether Twitter had contributed 

to the spread of misinformation that led to the uprise of the #StopTheSteal movement and eventually to the 

planning of the attack on the Capitol. Zuckerberg and Pichai were asked the same question about their plat-

forms, but Dorsey was the only of the three to answer “yes” before adding: “But you also have to take into 

consideration the broader ecosystem. It’s not just about the technological systems that we use” (Conger, 

2021). 

 

Dorsey is hence partially recognizing Twitter’s responsibility for the spread of misinformation. He is mention-

ing “the technological systems that we use”, which represent the part of the blame that Twitter has control 

over, whereas “the broader ecosystem” is the part that Dorsey implies is out of Twitter’s control. Dorsey did 

not elaborate his statement, but as a response hereof, Democratic representatives present at the hearing 

accused Dorsey and the other CEOs of gaining profits by allowing disinformation to spread uncontrolled 

online (McCabe, 2021). They argued that the platforms have a financial incentive to keep users engaged by 

feeding them sensational or divisive content, which fuels the spread of misinformation, conspiracies, and 

extreme messages (McCabe, 2021). 

 

At the hearing, Democrat Representative from New Jersey, Frank Pallone, stated: 

“You definitely give the impression that you don’t think that you’re actively, in any way, promoting this mis-

information and extremism, and I totally disagree with that. You are not passive bystanders; you are making 

money” (ibid.). 

 

These accusations by politicians, which Dorsey does not provide a direct reply to, may suggest that the finan-

cial incentive is leading the actions of Twitter and the other platforms. As the analysis on Twitter’s hidden 

affordances discovered, the platform relies on activity from the users to collect the valuable data, which 

generates more than 86 % of the company’s revenue. Frank Pallone’s statement above accuses Twitter of 

not doing nearly enough to contain the misinformation because the platform is making money on user activ-

ity. Pallone is implying that Twitter deliberately is setting up its systems to allow for misinformation to flow 

freely because Twitter’s only objective is to increase user activity and thereby increase revenue. 

 

These accusations are interesting in the light of Twitter’s own focus on working towards contaminating mis-

information, as the affordance analysis also touched upon. One example is the measures Twitter took ahead 

of the 2020 election, which Twitter’s safety team wrote a blog post about as early as October 9, 2020 (Gadde 

& Beykpour, 2020). In the blog post, Twitter proclaims: 
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“Twitter plays a critical role around the globe by empowering democratic conversation, driving civic partici-

pation, facilitating meaningful political debate, and enabling people to hold those in power accountable” 

(Gadde & Beykpour, 2020). 

 

In the blog post, Twitter states that it expands its civic integrity policy to address how to handle misleading 

information, which includes labelling tweets that falsely claim a win and removal of tweets that encourage 

violence or interference with election results (ibid). Twitter also announces that the platform will “increase 

context and encourage more thoughtful consideration before Tweets are amplified” (Gadde & Beykpour, 

2020). 

 

In this statement, “amplified” and “context” refers to the way Twitter’s algorithms are set up. By changing 

these settings, Twitter is allegedly applying more thoughtful consideration into when a tweet is amplified, 

which is encoded in algorithms. On the outside, Twitter was very proactive in regard to taking measures for 

containing the spread of misinformation. It is, therefore, notable that Dorsey does not mention anything 

about this in his and Twitter’s defence. 

 

Even though Twitter does not mention it in the blog post, it is likely that the measures ahead of the election 

are taken because of Twitter’s experience with the Cambridge Analytica case during the election in 2016. The 

latest election cemented the role online platforms can have on elections, which also acts as an example of 

influence from the Fifth Estate on the Third Estate. During the 2016 election, data from millions of Facebook 

and Twitter users were sold to aid campaigns and interfere with the result without the knowledge and con-

sent of the users (Wakabayashi, 2021). 

 

As Dutton argues, government, which is a representative of the Third Estate, is increasingly aware of the 

potential power of the Fifth Estate to challenge its authority (Dutton, 2009). The blog post by Twitter can 

thus be viewed as a way of trying to accommodate a potential challenge to the Third Estate and send a signal 

that Twitter is not trying to challenge its authority. As we saw with #StopTheSteal, an undermining of the 

Third Estate by the Fifth Estate is a threat to the development of the Fifth Estate, which naturally is not in 

Twitter’s interest. 

 

The government’s influence on Twitter and the other online platforms is rooted in Section 230, which also 

was at the centre of attention at the hearing on misinformation due to its influence on the immunity of the 
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online platforms (Wakabayashi, 2021). As explicated in the affordance analysis, Section 230 is the statute 

within the Communications Decency Act that protects online platforms from lawsuits over their users’ posts 

(Wakabayashi, 2021). In this way, Section 230 contains the fundament for legal protection of Twitter and 

other ICTs, which is why it becomes the centre of attention whenever online platforms are involved in legal 

issues. 

 

The statute is from 1996, and lawmakers at the hearing were arguing that it has become outdated and that 

it needs revising (ibid). The lawmakers threatened to strip the liability protections encoded in the law, pro-

tections that have helped the online platforms grow with content posted by users (ibid). The three platform 

CEOs were naturally very sensitive about the protection encoded in Section 230, which they referred to as “a 

foundational law of the Internet” (Wakabayashi, 2021). None of them could, however, agree on how to fix it 

or if it even needs fixing, with Dorsey stating that he supported greater transparency and accountability (ibid). 

 

The protection encoded in Section 230 is vital for the existence of the current business models of every online 

platform, including Twitter, which both the CEOs and the accusers present at the hearing presumably are 

well aware of. Nonetheless, both the lawmakers and the politicians present at the hearing were attacking 

Twitter’s fundamental legal protection, that is, Section 230. This attack represents an attack from one Estate 

to another; according to Dutton’s theory, an attack by the Third Estate on the Fifth Estate, in which the Third 

Estate is represented by the Government and the governmental institutions, among these the judiciary and 

bureaucracy (Dutton, 2009). 

 

Politicians and lawmakers are thus representants of the Third Estate who are attacking Twitter as a repre-

sentative of the Fifth Estate, which Dutton explains in his article as another threat to the Fifth Estate (Dutton, 

2009). The Third Estate can constrain and block the development of the Fifth Estate through filtering, regu-

lation, and legislation (ibid), which is the case when the lawmakers are pushing for a change to Section 230. 

 

The threats presented by Dutton should, however, be evaluated in the light of the time the article was written 

in. Dutton’s background when writing the article in 2009 saw the Internet as an emerging phenomenon, 

which is substantiated by the fact that he begins the article by presenting different views of the Internet, in 

which the first view has an emphasis on the transient novelty of the Internet, viewing it as a passing fad. Even 

though Dutton does not use this approach as his point of departure, it still indicates the power status of the 

technology as a Fifth Estate at that time, which was not nearly as influential as we see it today. 
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This is proved by the case of the hearing on misinformation on March 25th, 2021. Twitter and the other ICTs 

were being attacked by both Republicans and Democrats, with Democrats arguing that Twitter makes money 

from allowing divisive content to spread uncontrolled, while Republicans argue that Twitter is silencing the 

right by removing conservative personalities and stories from its platform (Wakabayashi, 2021). 

 

Another example is the above-mentioned data leak by the platforms in connection with the 2016 election, 

which carried allegations about Russian interference with the election. As a consequence, Congress called on 

Twitter, Facebook, and Google in the fall of 2017 to testify about their role in Russia’s interference with the 

2016 presidential election (Wakabayashi, 2021). Since then, Sundar Pichai, CEO of Google, has testified on 

three different occasions, Dorsey, Twitter’s chief executive, has made four appearances, and Zuckerberg, 

Facebook’s CEO, has testified six times (ibid). The CEOs have therefore had plenty of practice and utilized 

different practices to disregard the indictments, such as Pichai’s approach of quickly and promptly but po-

litely disagreeing with the accusations, Zuckerberg who promises to do better in protecting users’ data, and 

Dorsey, who tends to remain extremely calm when pressed with aggressive questions and often engages on 

technical issues that rarely elicit a follow-up (ibid). 

 

The outcomes and processes of the different hearings reveal the upper hand of the Fifth Estate (represented 

by the platform CEOs) in the power relationship with the Third Estate (represented by the politicians and 

lawmakers). It shows how Section 230 is a sensitive subject for the online platforms, but also one that is very 

hard for representatives from the Third Estate to change in any way. 

 

It shows that a very apparent battle of power between the Estates exists, but also that Twitter as a part of 

the Fifth Estate holds a strong position compared to, in this case, the Third Estate. The strong position of the 

representatives of the Fifth Estate in a hearing such as this becomes evident when no actual repercussions 

are enforced. 

 

Representatives of the Third Estate merely threaten the online platforms with, e.g., removing the liability 

protection encoded in Section 230, but despite multiple hearings and allegations, no serious repercussions 

are imposed when all is said and done yet. It is, of course, a possibility that the Third Estate can either change 

Section 230 or impose new legislation that assigns more responsibility to the platforms in regard to their 

content and how it spreads, but despite two consecutive American elections with controversial impact from 

the platforms, the consequences have failed to appear. 
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Blocking of New York Post 

The case of Twitter’s decision to block New York Post’s Twitter account, as a result of the sharing of the 

controversial and blocked article, as presented in the affordance analysis, is likewise relevant in the Fifth 

Estate context. The case was controversial for Twitter in many ways: First, New York Post is an esteemed 

newspaper dating back to 1801, with a Twitter account counting more than two million followers, and the 

blocking came at an important period, just a few weeks before the election (Kang, 2021). Second, the article 

in the New York Post that caused the account block had a controversial topic in the form of Hunter Biden and 

his father presidential candidate Joe Biden and their business dealings in Ukraine (ibid). 

 

Third, Twitter’s reason for blocking the account was that allegedly the article relied on hacked materials, 

while Republicans accused Twitter of political bias because the article put Hunter Biden (and thus Joe Biden) 

in a bad light (ibid). After being blocked for 16 days, New York Post’s account was opened again on October 

30, 2020, when Dorsey admitted that Twitter had made a mistake by blocking the account and that they 

made an incorrect interpretation (Kang, 2021). 

 

After lifting the freeze on the account, Twitter Safety tweeted the following: 

 
 

With this statement, Twitter is overtly admitting that its policies are unperfect, dynamic entities that make 

mistakes and adapt in a continuous process. Twitter’s decision to block the account marked the first time the 

company had directly limited the spread of information from a news site, which was also a big issue in the 

weeks following this incident when Twitter worked towards addressing misinformation ahead of the 2020 

elections (The Guardian, 2020). 

 

Nonetheless, the blocking of the New York Post story was treated with scepticism by many news outlets and 

seen by front figures on the right side of the political spectrum as censorship of conservative speech, or at 

least a move favouring Biden over Trump (The Guardian, 2020). Ted Cruz, Republican Senator for Texas, asked 

Dorsey at a Senate hearing in October 2020: 
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“Who the hell elected you and put you in charge of what the media are allowed to report and what 

the American people are allowed to hear?” while asserting that Twitter was functioning as “a Dem-

ocratic Super Pac” (ibid.). 

 

There are two aspects of this issue and Ted Cruz’ statement. One is that he and other Republicans believe 

that Twitter deliberately is favouring the Democrats over the Republicans by removing Democrat-negative 

content and blocking right-wing front figures, ultimately the Republican President Donald Trump, on January 

8th, 2021. The other aspect is Twitter’s position in regard to assuming the role of mediating who gets to say 

what, which Ted Cruz take up a strong stand against. 

 

The question of Twitter’s right to assume this role is highly relevant in a Fifth Estate context. Mass media, in 

the sense of large newspapers, television, and radio stations, constitute the Fourth Estate in Dutton’s Fifth 

Estate theory (Dutton, 2009). In Dutton’s view, the Fifth and the Fourth Estate are competing for power since 

they overlap in many areas and share similarities (Dutton, 2009). Dutton argues that the Fifth Estate has the 

potential to be as important in the 21st century as the Fourth Estate has been since the 18th century, implying 

that the Fifth Estate is emerging to replace the Fourth Estate or at least compete for the same position (ibid). 

 

Mass media are also competing with, co-opting, and imitating the Internet’s space of flows (ibid), which as 

an example is seen with New York Post’s presence on Twitter, along with many other big news corporations 

across various social media platforms. The massive and growing amount of people active on social media 

constitute an arena that the mass media corporations simply cannot afford to miss out on, which makes the 

Fifth and the Fourth Estate even more entangled. On top of that, as mentioned in the affordance analysis, 

Twitter affords unidirectional communication, which is ideal for a news organisation that seeks to distribute 

news to a multitude of people. 

 

News Corp, which owns the New York Post, said Twitter’s decision to block the account was arbitrary and 

that it had a negative commercial impact on the newspaper, but that the decision to lift the block was an 

important moment for freedom of the press (The Guardian, 2020). News Corp is thereby bringing the free-

dom of the press into play by implying that Twitter is censoring the press. The same accusation was made by 

many Republicans at the hearing on misinformation, saying that the online platforms have become gate-

keepers of information, particularly trying to suppress conservative views (Kang, 2021). 
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Gatekeeping is an important notion in this context since it represents a whole new type of power within the 

online platforms of the Fifth Estate, which is that of a gatekeeper who decides what information is distributed 

onward and what information is not. Dutton is also concerned with gatekeeping as a concept. He mentions 

it in connection with introducing online gatekeepers to govern the free flow of content online since he pre-

dicted that the facilitators of networks (such as Twitter) would possess and manage an amount of data and 

information flows which potentially could place them in a gatekeeping role (Dutton, 2009). This issue is what 

both Republicans and Democrats have been pushing for with a change to Section 230 and what Twitter has 

been trying to respond to by its continuous change of policies. 

 

In this way, the gatekeeping question is occupied with how and to what degree Twitter acts as a gatekeeper 

of information, both in regard to the average Twitter user and to the news media, which also interact on 

Twitter as users. Twitter’s gatekeeping role towards the news media has been exemplified and analysed in 

the abovementioned example with the New York Post article, which leaves behind Twitter’s gatekeeping role 

towards its users to be analysed in the following chapter on Network Gatekeeping Theory. 

 

Sub-conclusion on Twitter as a part of the Fifth Estate 

In conclusion, the Fifth Estate analysis has displayed the power of network of networks formed and cultivated 

on online platforms, which raises the question of whether more gatekeeping is needed on online platforms. 

Twitter admitted that it was an accessory to the spread of misinformation leading to the Capitol riot, which 

is the threat of the double-edged sword of the Fifth Estate, which affords power to both the well and ill-

intended, which holds the threat of undermining valuable institutions. 

 

At the same time, representatives of the Third Estate accuse Twitter of deliberately setting up its systems to 

allow for misinformation to flow freely because Twitter has an incentive to increase user activity and thereby 

its revenue. Twitter’s measures ahead of the 2020 election can thus be viewed as a way of trying to accom-

modate a potential challenge to the Third Estate and send a signal that Twitter is not trying to challenge its 

authority. 

The outcomes (or lack thereof) of the different congressional hearings reveal the upper hand of the Fifth 

Estate (represented by the platform CEOs) in the power relationship with the Third Estate (represented by 

the politicians and lawmakers). It shows how Section 230 is a sensitive subject for the online platforms, but 

also one that is very hard for representatives from the Third Estate to change in any way. 
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The protection encoded in Section 230 is complicit in depriving the online platforms of their responsibility, 

which gives them a great deal of power together with the number of users and their financial strength. At 

the same time, Twitter is accused of taking on the role as a gatekeeper of information, which is contradictory 

with its status as a profitmaking company, as well as the immunity from liability of the content on the plat-

form encoded in Section 230. 

 

The gatekeeping questions of whether more control is needed with the misinformation descending from 

network of networks, as well as Twitter’s role as a gatekeeper of information, will therefore be analysed in 

the following section. 

 

3: Network Gatekeeping analysis  

The socio-materialistic approach in this thesis set the stage for analyses of the relationship between Twitter 

as the technology on one side and its users as representants of the social world on the other side. Where the 

Fifth Estate analysis found that Twitter acts as a gatekeeper towards the news media, the purpose of this 

gatekeeping analysis is to examine to what degree Twitter also has a gatekeeping role towards its users and 

what the implications are.  

The analysis will thus further investigate the dynamic relationship between Twitter and its users. The analysis 

takes its theoretical foundation in the Network Gatekeeping Theory by Nahon (2008) but starts with a presen-

tation of the insights on Redefining Gatekeeping Theory for a Digital Generation by Ira Basen (2011) to illus-

trate why this specific analysis on Network Gatekeeping Theory is relevant. 

In 2011 Ira Basen (2011) investigated the shift in online journalistic practices while discussing the role of 

digital media platforms and citizen journalism and how it relates to gatekeeping theory in the 21st century. 

Basen found that Web 2.0 technology profoundly affects news production and consumption through the 

speed of the information flows online. Basen (2011) supports the notion that social media platforms such as 

Twitter and Facebook constitute the forefront of digital media platforms and claims that particularly Twitter 

and Facebook fundamentally changed the nature of our language and the way in which we communicate 

(ibid.). 

 

Basen argues that since digital media platforms entail fewer filters and gates online, the individual user must 

determine ’truth’, what is news-worthy, and what is important (Basen, 2011). Basen highlights citizen 
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journalism as an example of the reduction of gates online by stating that “…anyone can post anything online 

and no one will fact check it, edit it or filter it in any way.” (Basen, 2011: 14).  

 

This finding from 2011 is interesting because it illustrates the dynamic and rapid progression of digital media. 

Today, Twitter is exactly known for fact-checking, editing, and filtering the content generated via the plat-

form. It is overall the central aspect of this research project. It highlights the fact that since 2011, the nature 

and dynamics of Twitter have evolved and calls for a revisit of the gatekeeping dynamics taking place today. 

 

In this thesis, Twitter has been found to be the main platform for political discussion, enabling users to share 

information and news as they are happening, hold authorities responsible, organizing and communicating on 

political topics in online networks. Furthermore, we have seen how the afforded actions are continuously re-

shaped in interaction with the users. 

 

In spite of these dynamic qualities, Twitter is able – and exercise this ability – to delete, modify (e.g., by 

adding labels), and limit the spread of certain information on the platform. This raises both debate and criti-

cism of the fact that Twitter when modifying the user-generated content, acts as both a gatekeeper and a 

publisher who controls the narrative, rather than facilitating an unregulated, public discussion among the 

users. Meanwhile, other users and people cherish it and find that it is necessary in order to secure a safe and 

democratic online debate. 

Therefore, we find that Twitter can be categorized as a Network Gatekeeper since it fulfils the role of an 

information guardian in the online network (Nahon, 2008). 

In order to investigate the relation between the gatekeeper(s) and the gated, as well as the mechanisms 

of gatekeeping, which she refers to as the Network Identification. Nahon suggests that researchers first iden-

tify the basic roles within the process of Gatekeeping by identifying the following elements: The gate (the 

passage point); gatekeeping (the process of regulating); gatekeeping mechanisms (the means used to carry 

out gatekeeping); gatekeeper (the entity that performs the gatekeeping); and the gated (the subjects on 

whom gatekeeping is exercised) (ibid.: p. 1496). Nahons theory suggests a focus on the salience of the gated 

in relation to the gatekeepers. Nahon explains salience as “the degree to which gatekeepers give priority to 

competing gated claims” (Nahon, 2008: p. 1493), which refers to the notion of being noticeable or important. 

The salience builds upon the Network Identification, as described above, and utilizes the identified infrastruc-

ture to understand the relation between gatekeepers and those who are being gatekept in the gatekeeping 
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process (Nahon, 2008: p. 1498). The Network Gatekeeping Salience suggests that the gated and their salience 

to gatekeepers can be investigated through four attributes: 1) Their political power in relation to the gate-

keeper, 2) their information production ability, 3) their relationship with the gatekeeper, and 4) their alter-

natives in the context of gatekeeping (ibid.).  

In the following, the suggested elements of gatekeeping are presented and analysed. 

Network Gatekeeper Identification 

The Gate 

“Gate is defined here as an entrance to or exit from a network or its sections.” (Nahon, 2008: p. 1496). As 

mentioned earlier, Twitter is a platform that anyone with an Internet-connected device can gain access to. 

In order to have a presence on Twitter, users must create a profile. Thus, it can be argued that a Twitter 

profile is a gate into the Twitter networks. Though, in order to actually be a part of the networks formed via 

Twitter, users must somehow interact with the platform and the content. Therefore, we argue that the gate 

is more precisely identified as the interaction that enables the users to engage, namely the tweet, the re-

tweet, the use of hashtags, and the reply function. If users are only passive observers of the content, they 

are not fully subjected to the gatekeeping. 

 

Gatekeeping process and mechanism 

Gatekeeping is defined as the process of controlling information as it moves through a gate (Nahon, 2008: p. 

1496). The process can consist of, among others, 1) withholding, for instance by refraining from granting, 

giving, or allowing information; 2) display such as presenting information in a particular visual form designed 

especially; 3) shaping such as forming, especially giving a particular form of information; 4) manipulation such 

as changing information by artful or unfair means to serve the gatekeeper’s purpose; and 5) deletion or elim-

inating information especially by blotting out, cutting out, or erasing of information (ibid.).  

A Gatekeeping mechanism is defined as a tool, technology or various methods used to carry out the process 

of gatekeeping. These can take the form of a censorship mechanism. Censorship mechanisms are a set of 

means aimed at suppressing or deleting anything considered objectionable or undesired. That is, assuring 

that “undesired” information does not enter, exit, or circulate the gatekeeper network. It can be conceptu-

alized via filtering, blocking, and deleting content and/or users. It can also serve as a meta mechanism, which 

refers to normative and formal rules, arrangements, treaties, agreements, or procedures that in a more in-

direct manner than censorship aim to control and direct behaviour through information control (Nahon, 

2008: p. 1498). 
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Earlier, we found that Twitter edits or controls information on the platform by, for example, adding labels to 

Tweets, which makes the tweet less trustworthy, and furthermore Twitter complicates the process of sharing 

and interacting with the labelled tweet by, for instance, adding steps that ensure that users read a broader 

context of a subject before sharing. That can be understood as the gatekeeping process because it is a process 

of both controlling and shaping the information, as it changes the way the message in a given tweet is un-

derstood and shaped in the context. As an example, we have seen Twitter blocking a news story from New 

York Post and thereby disabling both New York Post and users to share a story via the platform that could be 

considered newsworthy. 

The mechanisms can be understood as Twitter’s policies, rules, and code of conducts. As we have also seen 

in the previous analysis, Twitter refers back to its own policies when describing why it modified some of the 

content generated by its users. These policies are continuously being updated and adapted in order to fit the 

context, environment, and discourse on Twitter. 

Network Gatekeeper 

The Network Gatekeeper is defined as: ”an entity (people, organizations, or governments) that has the dis-

cretion to exercise gatekeeping through a gatekeeping mechanism in networks and can choose the extent to 

which to exercise it contingent upon the gated standing.” (Nahon, 2008: p. 1497). In Nahon’s description of 

gatekeepers, she identifies Authority sites which she describes as online platforms with high-traffic, and 

which controls the traffic and information flow that passes through them (ibid.: p. 1499). In October 2020, 

Twitter was ranked as the number four digital platform in terms of traffic by SimilarWeb (Iqbal, 2021). That 

emphasizes Twitter’s position as an Authority site since it has 353 million users and high volumes of traffic 

(ibid.). Furthermore, the thesis has earlier demonstrated how Twitter in various ways modifies and controls 

the information flows on Twitter. Thus, in this project, the Network Gatekeeper is defined as the organization 

and platform of Twitter. 

 

Gated 

Gated is defined as the entity that is subjected to the gatekeeping process performed by the gatekeeper. 

Being subjected to gatekeeping does not mean that the gated is forced to ‘stay within the gate’. They could, 

for instance, use alternatives such as other platforms or communication tools. The gatekeeping process is 

not forced upon the gated; rather, the gated is bound by gatekeeping, often by their free will (Nahon, 2008: 

p. 1496). 
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The gated can be defined as the users on Twitter and the networks that are established via Twitter. The users 

are not forced onto the network of Twitter, and it appears that they can freely choose to use the platform. 

Though, as we have found, Twitter has reached a status as the main online place to engage in political dis-

cussion and the space in which prominent authorities and opinionmakers share information. Therefore, it 

can be argued that Internet users do not have many real alternatives if they wish to engage in the public and 

political discourse or just stay posted in real-time. 

Network Gatekeeper Salience  

In the above section, we have identified the different components of gatekeeping. That allows for further 

investigation into the relationship between the Gatekeeper and the Gated, based on the identification of the 

different actors and processes of gatekeeping (Nahon, 2008: p. 1498).  

In the following, the relationship between the gatekeeper and the gated is analysed on the basis of Nahon’s 

(2008) theoretical framework of Network Gatekeeping Salience, which is found via the four abovementioned 

components: Political power, Information production, Relationship, and Alternatives. 

The forthcoming analysis treats each component separately in regard to the interacting parties – the gated 

and Twitter – the gatekeeper, in the context of the 2020 American election as the case. Each individual com-

ponent plays a role in the overall salience, and at the end of the analysis, they will be considered in interaction 

and in a broader context. 

1. Political power  

The construct of political power is of importance to network gatekeeping salience theory because the core 

of gatekeeping is information control. Information control as a process reflects the power struggle of differ-

ent actors seeking to achieve their political interests (Nahon, 2008: p. 1499). Power in this manner can be 

understood as “A exercises power over B when A affects B in a manner contrary to B’s interests” (ibid.: 1500), 

but the author suggests that one should consider the entities involved in the process not as individuals, but 

rather as groups and communities as the sources of injustice in a system (ibid.: 1500). 

This power relation is an interesting aspect in terms of this project: We have seen how Twitter exercises 

power in terms of regulating and moderating content, suspending profiles, and adding labels – thereby af-

fecting and constricting how the users make use of the platform. 



                                                                                         Twitter’s role in the 2020 US presidential election 
 

95 
 

Twitter users @-tagging @Jack & @TwitterSupport 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Likewise, we have found that the users have a sense of power, as they affect Twitter and how the platform 

runs. The previous findings of this thesis showed how Twitter users play a role in shaping Twitter as a plat-

form, which is often done by reacting in masses via the platform directly to @TwitterSupport and @Jack (CEO 

Jack Dorsey). Thereby users communicate directly to Twitter, and as we have seen previously, on the basis 

of feedback and pressure, Twitter reacts. Thereby, users, to a certain extent, achieve their specific interest. 

In addition, the fact that Jack Dorsey’s Twitter account has @Jack as its domain, along with the tweets listed 

below where users tag him, signal a symmetrical relation to the users in which they can interact with him on 

a first-name basis and, at least to some extent, expect to be heard. 

 

 

It is an important feature that the gated – the users of Twitter – exist of a particularly heterogeneous group 

of individuals, especially in an American election context. The users represent opposing political views, and 

therefore reflect different political interests in regard to how and if Twitter should interfere with information 

as well as shut down @realDonaldTrump’s profile or not. 

We find that Twitter publicly communicates that the users have a say in how the platform is orchestrated. 

For example, Gadde – the Legal, Policy and Trust & Safety Lead at Twitter – emphasizes that Twitter is grateful 

for the insights and feedback that users provide: 
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We cannot know whether and how the insights and feedback that users provide to Twitter is actually affect-

ing Twitter’s decision making and actions. The main finding from the above Tweet is that Twitter stresses a 

collaborative and interdependent approach to the platform by indicating that feedback is important to Twit-

ter. It can be argued that this serves as a means for gaining legitimacy by stressing the mutual responsibility 

in the interactive co-construction of Twitter, and it presents Twitter as a reflective and benevolent ‘learner’ 

of the difficult task of moderating the content in order to ‘prevent harm’. In this way, it also downplays Twit-

ter’s responsibility for the content by signalling that they ‘do the best they can’. 

Political power in the networks and pushing as a group 

Another aspect of political power is that of networks and groups that form communities. The communities 

have the opportunity to assemble using hashtags. These group activities can determine the news topics and 

what is trending via Twitter. Communities can emerge on Twitter via, e.g., hashtags where users connect 

around a specific hashtag to find like-minded people, but at the same time, as mentioned in the affordance 

analysis, actual groups are not a function afforded by Twitter. This essentially means that users are address-

ing Twitter individually, which weakens their level of influence considerably. The group effect occurs through 

the number of likes, retweets, or replies that a given tweet has since these numbers reflect the number of 

users that are interested in/agreeing with the message. The same counts for the number of times a specific 

hashtag are used – it creates a community of like-minded people around the hashtag, but it is used individu-

ally in individual tweets, and likewise, a hashtag starts individually. At the same time, the weak ties that 
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Users calling for a revisit of Section 230  

Twitter affords are contributory factors that are obstructing the organizing of the users. All in all, this aspect 

of the users’ equivocal ability to speak as a group on Twitter weakens their power in relation to the platform. 

An earlier discussed example of Twitter users connecting to have an effect on the platform was when Twitter 

restricted the spread of the New York Post article on October 14th, which brought an unverified story about 

Hunter Biden, the son of the Democratic presidential candidate Joe Biden, allegedly revealing wrongdoings 

in Ukraine. In the aftermaths of the episode where Twitter first blocked the story and later changed its 

Hacked Materials Policy, many Twitter users started protesting against Twitter, via Twitter using the hashtag 

#section230 in order to voice their concern of the law overprotecting the social media platforms: 
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After online raging about Twitter blocking the news media article, it went viral and hence became a news-

worthy story. The attention led to a Senate hearing of Section 230 two weeks later. As we have examined in 

the analysis of Twitter as a part of the Fifth Estate, changes to Section 230 may have severe consequences 

for Twitter and how it is currently operating. The law is currently making Twitter immune to many legal chal-

lenges since it allows them to modify content and thereby perform information control, but without being 

attributed the responsibility of a publisher, which would entail that Twitter could be held accountable for the 

content. 

It can be argued that the network forming affordances between Twitter and its users is one thing that gives 

Twitter users some political power towards the gates of Twitter. Furthermore, the users’ online presence on 

Twitter is foundational to Twitter’s business model, which means that their presence gives them some extent 

of power in itself. 

User power by presence 

As demonstrated earlier, Twitter is a for-profit organization, and the profits are driven by online advertising 

via the platform. Though, paid online advertising is only favourable if a given site has traffic. We have seen 

that Twitter has a lot of traffic and a lot of users. Thus, Twitter depends on users’ presence in order to run a 

profitable business.  Hence, it can be argued that this gives the users power, though this power is severely 

limited if the users have no real alternatives to Twitter. This aspect will be discussed later in the analysis. 

It can be concluded on the basis of the above that Twitter users play a crucial role in shaping and forming 

Twitter. We have seen empirical cases where Twitter users react towards Twitter’s actions, which gives new 

shape and form to Twitter, for example, through changes in Twitter Policies. Thereby, users can be attributed 

a sense of political power. However, at the end of the day, Twitter has the power to moderate, delete or label 

the content on its platform, which gives Twitter a large amount of power over the content. Though, the 

dependency of the users’ presence in order to run a business assigns some of this power back into the hands 

of the users because if the users are not satisfied with the facilitating actions by Twitter, they have the op-

portunity to leave the platform, if, of course, they hold alternatives. 

The analysis will move on to investigate the information production ability. 

2. Information production  

As Nahon shows, information production is of relevance in the Network Gatekeeping theory. Previously, in-

formation production was reserved for the elites such as mass media and governments (ibid.) that had the 
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equipment, resources, and competencies to produce content. The appearance of new technologies that have 

ready-to-use and easy-to-use tools to produce content empowers the gated with greater autonomy and thus 

change the traditional interplay between gatekeeper and gated (Nahon, 2008: p. 1500). The author argues 

that, in a way, Twitter’s evolution into the platform it is today has transformed the way in which information 

and news are produced and shared. Arguably, the element of information production is the core of Twitter, 

such as the earlier analysis revealed. Namely, that Twitter encourages users to produce informational con-

tent by asking “What’s Happening” and placing the tweet function where it is at the user’s hand at all times 

while navigating on the platform. 

Overall, Twitter can be understood as a facilitator, a platform, for information production performed by its 

users, and thus information production is highly relevant in the relation between Twitter and its users. 

An issue related to information production is the fact that the gated are dependent on the gatekeeper – 

Twitter’s platform design and policies. In this sense, users can produce information, but as we have seen 

during the election period, the content must comply with Twitter’s policies and rules. 

As Nahon states: “The ability to produce information may produce power but is not synonymous to power” 

(Nahon, 2008: p. 1500). This aspect is crucial in respect to Twitter users since they can produce information, 

but there is no guarantee that the information has a reach nor that the content is fitting into Twitter’s poli-

cies, and as a consequence, it can be taken down or have a label added which eventually limits its reach. So, 

in fact, the users’ information production is depending on Twitter providing the platform. Therefore, Twitter 

users are information producers to a high degree, but it happens within the gates of Twitter. 

 
3. Relationship 

In terms of relationship, Nahon focuses on linkage, which refers to the direct connection between the gated 

and the gatekeeper with emphasis on the enduring relational aspect. The existence of a direct connection 

between the gated and the gatekeeper plays a key role by creating a space for the negotiation of stances 

between the two parts (Nahon, 2008: p. 1500-1501). 

An important point in relation to this is that not all Twitter users are equally influential, in fact, quite the 

opposite. As mentioned in the affordance analysis, less than 0.05% of users attract almost 50% of all attention 

on Twitter (Bastos et al., 2012). This corresponds to about 20,000 users, in which the study found that media 

produces the most information, users categorized as bloggers share the most information, and celebrities 

are the most followed (ibid.). In addition, a large degree of homophily exists within the different types of 
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users on Twitter, which means that celebrities listen to celebrities and bloggers listen to bloggers etc., which 

also enhances the probability of echo chambers emerging (ibid.). 

In regard to the linkage between the gated and the gatekeeper, the fact that such a small percentage of users 

constitute such a large amount of the attention on the platform means that the far majority of users do not 

have a lot to say in terms of negotiation of stances. Instead, if there is an issue between the gated and the 

gatekeeper, it is a small number of influential users that have by far the most penetration power towards 

Twitter. 

More so, the author argues that the ability for information production creates a circulatory effect on the 

relationship. This happens as the gated produce information considering the normative and formal rules, 

reactions, and feedback from gatekeepers and other stakeholders, such as other users. Meanwhile, gate-

keepers are affected by the information produced and, in effect, change their stances or procedures. This 

happens continually and creates an interesting circulatory exchange of information between the gated and 

the gatekeeper (ibid.: 1501). 

Firstly, as we found above, the users are the information producers. It can be argued that information pro-

duction is one of the cornerstones of Twitter usage. Twitter describes its ruleset as: “The Twitter Rules: a 

living document” (Harvey, 2018), which emphasizes the enduring and continuing process of policymaking 

within Twitter. The policies are not static but rather formulated and re-constructed on the basis of the inter-

actions happening on and around Twitter: 

“ (…) Our policies and enforcement options evolve continuously to address emerging behaviours online (…) 

We are continually working to update, refine, and improve both our enforcement and our policies, informed 

by in-depth research around trends in online behaviour both on and off Twitter, feedback from the people 

who use Twitter” (Harvey, 2018). 

The statement above emphasizes the circulatory relation between the gated and the gatekeeper: when users 

post on Twitter, they must do so within a frameset of policies laid out by Twitter. Meanwhile, the frameset 

evolves as a result of the usage and trending topics on Twitter as well as feedback from users. 

As we have seen earlier in the analysis, as preparation for the 2020 American election, Twitter inserted a new 

set of policies based on earlier lessons learned of Twitter usage: 

 

“The improvements we’re announcing today are the latest in our comprehensive effort to apply the lessons 
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of 2016, and from elections that have happened around the world since, to the 2020 US Election.” (Gadde & 

Beykpour, 2020). 

 

This again highlights the changing character of Twitter policies that are constructed because of the interac-

tions taking place on the platform. On the contrary, as we saw in the Fifth Estate analysis, we have also seen 

examples of the difficulty around enforcing the policies, as well as the critique of Twitter for not enforcing 

enough in connection with the spread of misinformation. Another example was when @realDonaldTrump 

posted on Twitter, November 7th – days before the official election result was announced "We are up BIG, 

but they are trying to STEAL the Election. We will never let them do it," adding, "A big win" (Reuters, 2020). 

Even though Twitter had declared in its updated policies in regard to the election that “People on Twitter, 

including candidates for office, may not claim an election win before it is authoritatively called” (Gadde & 

Beykpour, 2020), Twitter decided that they could not remove the post, since: “It’s unclear what is being ref-

erenced by a big WIN!” (Graham, 2020). This reflects that the brief Tweets – by perhaps deliberate use of 

unprecise wording – can avoid conflict with Twitter’s policies. 

 

Twitter's statement again caused a reaction from Twitter users complaining over its decision to not label or 

remove the tweet:  

 

 
 

This is an example of the process in which the communication between the gated, the users, and the gate-

keeper, Twitter, is unfolding. As we have seen numerous times throughout this research, Twitter users ex-

press themselves via the Twitter platform in case of dissatisfaction (and the opposite) with the measures 

taken by Twitter. 

 

That points towards the interdependency of Twitter and its users, which is reflected upon in the following.  
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Interdependence between gated and gatekeeper  

The research in the following section points towards the results that the analysis has found previously. Twit-

ter and its users are co-creating the space that constitutes Twitter as a whole, and that has consequences for 

the political process, as the example of the Senate hearing showed. Twitter has no foundation without the 

high number of users, traffic, and content. This shows that user interaction is the foundation of Twitter’s 

revenue stream since, without the users’ engagement, Twitter would not be able to gain profits from adver-

tising. Furthermore, Twitter users are depended on Twitter’s platform to discuss, interact, network, and hold 

people in power accountable. Therefore, the last element of the Network Gatekeeping Salience analysis – 

alternatives, becomes interesting and of high relevance because, as we have found, the other elements of 

power, information production and relationship, is very dependent on whether or not the gated have alter-

natives to Twitter. The coming section will focus on alternatives in the online space. 

 

4. Alternatives 

We have found throughout the thesis that Twitter is a microblogging social network that has become the 

most used platform for public discussions and networking on political issues with impact on the political 

landscape and processes because most politicians and other prominent opinion leaders use and interact via 

Twitter. Twitter is highly unique in its affordances which enable users to share and distribute information 

into broad networks and network of networks as well as accessing and holding authorities accountable, e.g., 

via @-tagging. 

 

The main feature that facilitates the affordances is the user’s interconnectedness through unidirectional sub-

scriber links, which is a differentiating feature of Twitter in comparison to other similar social online plat-

forms. 

 

One of the main affordances we have found is the creation of networks, where users gather and network 

under specific themes via #-hashtags or by amplifying or indicating sympathy (or the opposite) towards spe-

cific viewpoints by re-tweeting an original tweet. These large and loosely tied networks are facilitated via 

Twitter due to the unidirectional subscriber links, which make most content on Twitter publicly available. 

This is in opposition to other social networks that, e.g. rely on reciprocal acceptance between users or joining 

closed groups. 
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As shown in the Fifth Estate analysis, the networks that are forming online have enormous potential power, 

and they are at the core of the online world. In the context of Twitter, they have the potential to grow large 

in the audience because of the high volume of traffic and very limited restrictions due to the unidirectional 

links between users. Thus, when discussing alternatives, it makes sense to look at those that have similar 

affordances to offer. Many of these, as for instance, Facebook and Instagram, differs greatly from Twitter 

due to highly different communication flows. 

 

However, platforms more similar to Twitter have been emerging recently. An example of this is Parler, which 

was founded in 2018 and was predicted to grow in popularity in the aftermaths of Twitter’s actions in regard 

to the 2020 election, such as banning @realDonaldTrump and a large number of QAnon conspiracy users 

(Dzhanova, 2021). 

 

Parler is in many ways equivalent to Twitter in terms of technical features but proclaims itself to be an ‘un-

biased media’ in opposition to Twitter, which has been accused of having political interests in suspending 

Donald Trump and promoting Joe Biden (Yurieff, Fung & O'Sullivan, 2021). According to Parler itself, it is a 

social media platform where users can "speak freely and express yourself openly without fear of being 'de-

platformed' for your views” (ibid.). Parler is mainly used by conservative politicians and media personalities 

as well as regular Trump supporters. However, because of the non-regulation of the platform, it has been 

banned by Apple’s App Store, Google Play, and Amazon Appstore, which disabled a lot of users for actively 

using the platform (Edelman, 2021). 

Furthermore, as we have argued, the masses and the high volume of traffic on Twitter is what makes it the 

prominent platform for public discourse and discussions – something that Parler lacks with ‘only’ 13 million 

users (Cryst, 2021) in comparison to Twitter’s 330 million users and differentiated political accounts. How-

ever, the fact that Parler, in such a short period, could obtain a user base of 13 million people – almost entirely 

in the US – shows a lack of loyalty from the platform users and that they are willing to move if they are not 

satisfied with how the platform is operated. On the other hand, Parler is only an alternative for the users 

who prefer a completely unmoderated platform, which means that the users who prefer a moderated plat-

form do not have an incentive to leave Twitter. 

All in all, Parler is therefore not, per se, an alternative to Twitter due to the lack of traffic and number of 

users. Meanwhile, other prominent alternatives cannot be identified, which leads us to conclude that there 

are only very limited alternatives to Twitter as such. 
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Sub-conclusion: Twitter’s Gatekeeping role towards its users 

In relation to the four components of Network Gatekeeping Salience Political power, Information production, 

Relationship, and Alternatives, it can be concluded that Twitter, to a significant degree, has the role of a 

Gatekeeper towards its users. Twitter exercises power in terms of regulating and moderating content, sus-

pending profiles, and adding labels – thereby affecting and constricting how the users make use of the plat-

form. On the other hand, users have the power to push back as a group if they find themselves dissatisfied 

with Twitter’s actions. 

Addressing Twitter as a user is easily accessible, e.g. by addressing CEO Jack Dorsey directly in a tweet. How-

ever, the option for a group of users to assemble and speak as one does not exist on Twitter, and users are 

therefore compelled to connect via hashtags instead and show their size through numbers of likes, retweets, 

and replies. The individuality of users in opposition to Twitter weakens their level of influence considerably, 

which is further amplified by the weak ties that Twitter affords, which are contributory factors obstructing 

the organizing of the users. 

The users as a collective term is a very heterogeneous group in reality, in which the level of influence between 

users varies significantly. The far majority, 99.95 % of the users, only attract 50 % of all attention on Twitter. 

The ability and possibility of this group to unite in a potential pushback on Twitter are very unrealistic due to 

its sheer size and heterogeneity. This aspect reduces the users’ power; however, as we have seen in several 

empirical cases, it only requires a relatively small amount of (influential) users before Twitter reacts. 

Twitter is a for-profit organization, and the profits are driven by online advertising via the platform. There-

fore, paid online advertising is only favourable if a given site has traffic. This aspect gives the users a degree 

of power since Twitter depends on the users’ presence and time spent on the platform. The users are the 

information producers on the platform, which makes Twitter very reliant on them and their activity. On the 

other hand, all information creation is dependent on Twitter providing the platform. Therefore, Twitter users 

are information producers to a high degree, but it happens within the gates of Twitter. 

Although Twitter is very dependent on its users, users are also very dependent on Twitter, as it constituted 

and consolidated the medium for political debate. Other platforms for political debate that could provide 

users with alternatives have difficult terms. This is first because it is difficult to reach and activate a critical 

mass of users who can both ensure a sustainable business model and provide sufficient content for a lively 

debate to exist. Second, other tech companies have a huge influence on which platforms are made available, 
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such as the case with the three largest app providers, Apple, Google, and Amazon, who together practically 

have a monopoly on the distribution of the apps that users access the platforms from. 

A special relationship that limits the power of users is that they are not organized in the offline world and do 

not have a broader debate with the media about needs and desires in relation to the medium, its affordances 

and content. Users can provide feedback, and Twitter can signal appreciation, agreement, or consent, but at 

the end of the day, users are largely subject to the framework provided by the platform. It is the platforms, 

and tech companies that design and moderate the facilitation, and as mentioned, also have great power over 

which apps we can install. 

Parler defines itself politically, giving clear messages that they do not regulate but allow a completely free 

debate. Thus, it can be said that the platform very directly appeals to Trump's supporters, but in return, it 

does not appear as an alternative for those who believe that the debate should be regulated to keep offen-

sive content and misinformation out. 

In this way, there can also be a polarization of the users in relation to which platforms they use, which can 

result in an outcome where there is no debate across the political boundaries. Instead, there may be a risk 

that the web-based political debate will take place on different platforms, with the different wings shouting 

in their respective echo chambers of like-minded people. 

Thus, it can be concluded that Parler is not, per se, an alternative to Twitter due to the lack of traffic and 

amounts of users. And even so, Parler does not exist as an alternative to those users which who actually wish 

for content moderation.  Meanwhile, other prominent alternatives cannot be determined, which leads us to 

conclude that there are only very limited alternatives to Twitter as such. 
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4. Discussion 
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Discussion 
This discussion is an aim to contextualize the findings within previous research and the implications of our 

chosen theory and method. Furthermore, we will discuss the results and evaluating their significance and 

generalizability. Also, the discussion will touch upon possible alternative perspectives.  

 

The analysis brought forward by this dissertation is founded on the Socio-materialistic approach. That has 

significantly enabled us to study the social and the material simultaneously and understand these entities as 

inseparable and determining one another. And the results, as presented in the conclusion section, reflects 

their rootedness in the Socio-materialistic perspective.  

 

The initial analysis of the affordances that emerge in the interplay between Twitter and its users highlighted 

the co-constructed nature of the Affordances, being information sharing, the ability for interaction and po-

litical discussion. Overall, we categorized these affordances under the umbrella Affordance of Networking, 

ultimately being one of the key opportunities and challenges of the rise of Web 2.0 and the related ICTs. 

 

Our literature review highlighted how media scholars have powerfully demonstrated that platforms are not 

neutral tools but rather structure users’ experiences and options (Gillespie, 2010; Papacharissi, 

2010; Postigo, 2014; Papacharissi & Mendelson, 2011; ). Mainly by tying users to providers’ policies and pol-

itics, as well as the implication of platforms – such as Twitter – being a for-profit business. We have found, 

via the Socio-materialistic approach, that this tendency has a counter-side that the literature often overlooks. 

That is, the high degree of involvement and agency that users of Twitter have in shaping user experiences 

and even the policies. This was, e.g. found in Twitter changing its policies due to significant feedback and 

push-back by users. 

 
Papacharissi (2002) argues that although communication technologies have the ability to enrichen political 

discussion via providing access to information, the Internet also has the potential to cause fragmentation of 

the political discourses and compromise representativeness. It corresponds somewhat to our findings. How-

ever, our research has emphasised the fact that the affordances that emerge in the interplay between Twitter 

and its users, such as providing access to information, are crucial for the creation of the networks.  

Building upon the afforded networks, we have provided insights into the power that these Network have. 

Meanwhile, the research has highlighted that Twitter affords the emergence of Network, yet it also forces 
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Twitter to continuously regulate, as the emergence of Network provides the users with more power, for 

example, spread misinformation. 

 

Overall, we found that the case of the presidential election 2020 provided a highly applicable case in our 

research. Many events took place that enabled us to look at the relational and power dynamics that was 

taking place between Twitter and 1) the users of the Platform and 2) the other Estates, especially the political 

landscape and the mainstream media. 

 

Again, it can be highlighted that the Socio-materialistic perspective gave us a foundation that gave us signif-

icant insights into the dynamic nature of Twitter and its social surroundings, especially in the election period. 

This allowed us to continuously understand the events taking place during the election to be interwoven and 

facilitated the understanding that Twitter both had an effective role in the political communication practices 

that were taking place. Meanwhile, the events would also cause Twitter to adapt and adjust its platform in 

order to fit into its social context of the election. 

 

Our findings correspond highly to Geiger (2009) suggestion that the question: “What is the role of the Inter-

net-based discourse communities in the constitution of the public sphere?” is way more appropriate than “is 

the Internet (part of) a new public sphere?” (p. 24). 

We have found throughout the whole analysis that the networks that are forming on Twitter play a major 

role in the constitution of both online and offline activities. 

Had this research, for instance, been rooted in a different theory of Science, such as Technological Determin-

ism or Social Constructivism, the results would have essentially been very different. Technological Determin-

ism would enable us to understand Twitter as determining, controlling, and shaping the social world, with 

little or no attention given to the power of the social world in the shaping process of the technology. In 

opposition, drawing on the Social Constructivist paradigm, the research might overlook some important fac-

tors of Twitter as the technology, shaping the interactions via, e.g. its mere technological functions. 

 

 

 

 



                                                                                         Twitter’s role in the 2020 US presidential election 
 

109 
 

(Implications for) the understanding and use of the affordance concept 

 The empirical findings put forward in this paper contribute to the broader literature on affordance theory in 

the field of social communication systems. Overall, the application of affordance theory with the intention of 

enriching the understanding of Twitter as a facilitator for online communication. 

Overall, affordances have shown to be a unique concept in understanding the interlinkages between the 

human and material world. For instance, in information science, it can serve as a useful shorthand for cap-

turing the functionality which the Internet gives users—the possibility of having instant connectivity between 

remote users hence in a sense overcoming the limitation of time and space (you can communicate non-

simultaneously and over large distances). We have found two issues with the term Affordances especially. 

Firstly, the word afford has economic undertones and becomes a weasel word: I can afford only to spend 

two dollars — then, those two dollars constrains the actions allowed, but not necessarily in a very precise 

way. If invested wisely, the two dollars could potentially become a hundred dollars, whereas spent foolishly, 

they could be lost. The affordance of something is, therefore, not a very precise way of capturing the dynamic 

properties of an object as a prerequisite for social interaction. 

A second problem of the concept is that affordances, probably because of their association with Gibson’s 

original formulation of the term, attributes too much of control or power over the types of social interaction 

permissible to the object doing the affording (Faraj and Azad 2012). Often affordances are merely equated 

to the function of an object or technology, such as the fact that the function of a chair is for sitting or the 

function of Twitter is facilitating information sharing. The function of the technology not only delimits the 

agency of the technology but also ascribes a fixed intention or motivation to the person using the object. 

Throughout our analysis using the affordance concept, we have challenged this static view by giving attention 

to the dynamic interaction between Twitter and its users and illustrating how the process of affording some-

thing is constantly redefined on the basis of the constant negotiation among the involved entities, of meaning 

and usage-allowances. 

The case study of the US election 

The US election has given direction to the analysis by providing specific events and dynamics that were found 

highly applicable in order to find relevant dynamics between Twitter and its social surroundings. Though the 

case of the US election also somewhat limited the scope into, first of all, an American context, and further-

more very specific topics such as political communication and debate, misinformation, labelling tweets etc. 

All of these dynamics are highly relevant in the case of the US election but may not necessarily be 
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representing Twitter in general. Though, we have found that the overall themes that were found of relevance 

in the analysis of Twitter in relation to the US election are relevant beyond the narrow scope of the US and 

election-related context. There overall themes are 1) co-creating the afforded behaviours via Twitter, with 

its users, and 2) Twitter as a part of the Fifth Estate because they facilitate communication among online 

networks, and 3) Twitter as a gatekeeper towards its users. 

 

Though, it can be argued that if we had chosen a different case of study, the role of Twitter would have most 

likely been characterised differently than what this research finds.  

Limitations in the study 

Our study has certain limitations that readers, both with theoretical and practical lenses, should be aware of 

before drawing on the findings. First, generalization to other contexts may be limited as the findings are 

related to the specific context of Twitter, and more so Twitter in the American election. This was an active 

choice, enabling us to go in-depth with an eventful timeline that provided more radical cases. Even though 

the case is relatively limited in comparison to the broader context of how Twitter is used (globally and within 

all different fields of social life), it was at a time where a lot of events and activities took place. We had to 

narrowly choose the events and activities that we found most fitting in order to conduct the analysis, thus 

excluding other events. 

We found, while performing the research, that many of the events we had chosen constituted or emphasized 

the huge political gap in American debate and politics, often reflecting not least the dissatisfaction of Repub-

lican voters. This implication could result in an overall indication of Twitter accommodating the Democratic 

voters to a higher degree than the Republican. This may give some bias to the overall perception of Twitter 

as a platform.  

As researchers, we aimed at taking a neutral position. But we are also political beings with norms and morality 

guiding our perceptions and interpretations, and as Danish citizens have grown up in a Democratic welfare 

state with a much less radicalized public debate, our sympathy with and understanding of Trump – and his 

voters – were limited by their viewpoints and – in our view – disrespectful tone and arguments. This bias we 

have continuously tried to mitigate through analytical consistency and, for instance, focusing on the events 

and setting aside the norms and values they, in our understanding, represent. But, admittingly, we cannot 

guarantee that this bias is fully overcome. 
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Another aspect is that our focus on Twitter as a platform implies that we produce little insight into the con-

tent and consequences of the public debate around the election. And one can question the relevance of a 

study of a historically important series of events without investigating the content and meaning of this de-

bate. 

On the other hand, one can argue, and we do, that investigating these important and intense series of events 

gives us as researchers a clearer view of the complex interactions and interconnectedness of the social and 

the material, regardless of the political meaning and content, thereby affording a deeper understanding of 

this interaction. And our abovementioned cultural inclination towards rejecting Trumpism would be even 

harder to overcome.  

One can also argue that our, possibly biased selection of a few focused events, implies that they get to con-

stitute what we understand as the US election period. To mitigate the potential damage to generalizability 

from this, we have aspired to draw on the most prominent cases based on the amount of discussion on and 

off Twitter that they generated, enabling an understanding of the more general nature of Twitter within the 

field of both Affordances, Twitter as a Fifth Estate (facilitating a network of networks) and the Gatekeeping 

processes. Hence, we do not claim that we produce a truth about the election period. 

Our argument is that we produce contextualized insights into phenomena shaping and shaped by this partic-

ular period, this particular platform and the particular interactions taking place. This insight can then serve 

as a generalizable better understanding of the interconnectedness of the human and the material contrib-

uting to the body of knowledge on these dynamics. 

Furthermore, the generalizability of this research in regard to Twitter as a phenomenon is limited due to the 

fact that we have chosen to narrow the focus to the American election. It is of importance for two reasons; 

1) The American democracy is unique in its political system and, 2) The social life in America, dominated by 

liberal values, differs from other places of the world, including the way in which people communicate and 

their expectations towards an online platform such as Twitter. 

However, we found that Twitter, as an American organization operating under American laws, is best ana-

lysed within its original context, namely, an American.  If we had chosen differently, it would have challenged 

the, e.g., the perspectives brought forward in the analysis of Twitter as a Fifth Estate, in comparison to, for 

example, the legal actions and Senate hearings on Section 230. 
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Coining the term ‘users’ 

Overall, we have found that our study is challenged by the lack of division of the term ‘users’. We have found 

throughout the research that the users are a large and diverse group of individuals with highly differentiated 

opinions. Naturally politically diverse, but also in their response to Twitter's actions and their view on how 

Twitters controls and moderate information, as well as users’ access to the platform, was found to be highly 

diverse. 

The research could potentially have reflected actual sociality, in relation to Twitter, in a more nuanced way 

if we could identify, highlight, and analyse these differences. We find that using the generalized term users 

throughout the thesis, knowing that it is a highly heterogenic group of individuals, is a flaw. But it has neces-

sitated by practical conditions such as access to more nuanced knowledge about the users, the scope of the 

dissertation, and the time we had available. 

Hence, due to the scope of this research paper, we found that instead of treating the users more in-depth, 

we chose to focus on the overall dynamics between the Twitter technology and the users, hence disregarding 

their differences. But we point to the fact that this leaves room for future research that narrows the focus 

on the users as a heterogenic group to investigate the potential in, e.g., the power dynamics among Twitter 

users. Our future research could potentially investigate what type of users have the most prominent voices 

in the process of shaping the platform. Are verified users, opinionmakers and celebrities more prone to pose 

a threat to Twitter than the networks of regular users? 

All in all, this dissertation is the result of many choices, implying that other choices would result in other 

findings. We also acknowledge that the understanding of the field, the data collection, analysis, and conclu-

sions are shaped by us as researchers in a specific time and space. Other researchers in other times and 

spaces would have different – but likewise contextualized and culturally informed – knowledge. 

 

This is an indisputable consequence in this line of research where take a qualitative approach in order to gain 

a deeper understanding of intricate dynamics where people, technology and meanings unfold in social pro-

cesses. This knowledge cannot be produced in a stable setting, where the researchers can observe, count, 

and categorize the events; it must be studied in a way that captures the context, the social interaction, and 

the meanings. And this we have tried our best to achieve. 
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5. Conclusion 
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Conclusion  
The research of this thesis was conducted in order to identify how Twitter’s role as a technology can be 

understood in relation to the 2020 US election, based on the affordances that emerge in the dynamic rela-

tionship between Twitter and its users. 

 

As mentioned in the literature review, we formulated three questions based on the identified gaps in the 

literature, which was investigated in order to answer the above research question. 

 

In regard to the first question – What are the Affordances that emerge in the interplay between Twitter and 

its users, understood in the context of the US election, we have found that Twitter affords a fast spread of 

information without the constraints of time and space, as well as a place for interaction and political engage-

ment. The research was rooted in the theoretical understanding that given technology is designed for a given 

purpose, but the actual conceptualization of the technology only happens in its interaction with the social 

world. 

 

The dynamic and adaptive nature of Twitter is characterizing the usage on the platform. It is not only Twitter 

affording (via technical functions) users to do something, likewise, the users that are shaping the platform 

through their particular usage and interactions on and with the platform. We saw this with Twitter changing 

its policies ahead of the 2020 US election to accommodate the potential issues that the user could cause on 

the basis of the previous usage of the platform during the 2016 presidential election. Twitter affords a path 

for users to act within, but users’ interaction with Twitter is equally creating and shaping Twitter. This counts 

for both perceptible as well as hidden affordances of Twitter, in which the latter creates the foundation for 

Twitter’s business model via data collection for advertisement sales. 

Networks emerge on Twitter due to numerous functions and affordances. The public display of Twitter users’ 

connections such as whom they follow, whose tweets they read and retweet, and the hashtags they use are 

all generating weak-tied networks of direct or indirect connections and associations. We saw this unfold via 

the hashtag #StopTheSteal, as well as the influence that online created networks can have on the offline 

world. 

These network-facilitating functions, in combination with the distinctive affordances, create the foundation 

for specific networks to be formed. Twitter’s distinctive affordance of information distribution affords infor-

mation to travel fast and to a large audience, while the unilateral follower/following relationship involves an 
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increased risk of false information spread due to the weakening of social conventions. On top of that, since 

the users are co-creating the affordances of the platform, their usage has made Twitter the preferred forum 

for political discussion and engagement, which means that networks with a political agenda have the optimal 

conditions to flourish on Twitter. 

 

The functions and affordances lead to an umbrella affordance which summarizes Twitter and its usage: The 

facilitation of network of networks. 

 

Our second question deals with Twitter’s role as a facilitator of online networks in relation to other parts of 

social life, such as the legal and political landscape as well as mainstream media. In relation to this, the Fifth 

Estate analysis displayed different roles of Twitter in relation to the 2020 US election, first of all as the facili-

tator of network of networks as well as the power and influence that these networks hold. 

 

Twitter acknowledged that it was an accessory to the spread of misinformation leading to the Capitol riot, 

which is the threat (and a part of the double-edged sword) of the Fifth Estate; affording power to both the 

well and ill-intended, ultimately posing the threat of undermining valuable institutions such as the peaceful 

and democratic transition of power. 

 

At the same time, representatives of the Third Estate accuse Twitter of deliberately setting up its systems to 

allow for misinformation to flow freely because Twitter has an incentive to increase user activity and thereby 

its revenue. Twitter’s measures ahead of the 2020 election can be viewed as a way of trying to accommodate 

a potential challenge to the Third Estate and send a signal that Twitter is not trying to challenge its authority. 

 

The outcomes (or lack thereof) of several Congressional hearings on online platforms’ abetting in the spread 

of misinformation reveal the upper hand of the Fifth Estate in the power relationship with the Third Estate. 

It shows how Section 230 is a sensitive subject for the online platforms, but also one that is very hard for 

representatives from the Third Estate to change in any way. 

 

The protection encoded in Section 230 is complicit in depriving the online platforms of their responsibility, 

which gives them a great deal of power together with the number of users and their financial strength. At 

the same time, Twitter is accused of taking on the role as a gatekeeper of the Fourth Estate’s distribution of 

information on the platform, which is controversial when taking Twitter’s status as a profitmaking company 

into account, as well as Twitter’s benefits from the legal encoding in Section 230. 
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In our third and final sub-question: To what extent does Twitter assume the role of a gatekeeper towards its 

users, and what are the effects on the gatekeeping relationship, we found that Twitter, to a significant degree, 

takes on the role of a Gatekeeper towards its users. Twitter exercises power in terms of regulating and mod-

erating content, suspending user profiles, and adding labels – thereby affecting and constricting how the 

users make use of the platform. On the other hand, users have the power to push back as a group if they find 

themselves dissatisfied with Twitter’s actions. 

Addressing Twitter as a user is easily accessible, e.g. by addressing CEO Jack Dorsey or @TwitterSafety di-

rectly in a tweet. However, the option for a group of users to assemble and speak as one does not exist on 

Twitter, and users are therefore compelled to connect via hashtags instead and show their size through num-

bers of likes, retweets, and replies. The individuality of users weakens their level of influence on Twitter 

considerably, which is further amplified by the weak ties that Twitter affords, which are contributory factors 

obstructing the organizing of the users. 

The users, as a collective term, are a very heterogeneous group in reality, in which the level of influence 

between users varies significantly. The far majority, 99.95 % of the users, only attract 50 % of all attention on 

Twitter. The ability and possibility of this group to unite in a potential pushback on Twitter are very unrealistic 

due to its sheer size and heterogeneity. This aspect reduces the users’ power; however, as we have seen in 

several empirical cases, it only requires a relatively small amount of (influential) users before Twitter reacts. 

Twitter is a for-profit organization, and the profits are driven by online advertising via the platform. There-

fore, paid online advertising is only favourable if a given site has traffic. This aspect gives the users a degree 

of power since Twitter depends on the users’ presence and time spent on the platform. The users are the 

information producers on the platform, which makes Twitter very reliant on their presence and activity. On 

the other hand, all information creation is dependent on Twitter providing the platform. Therefore, Twitter 

users are information producers to a high degree, but it happens within the gates of Twitter. 

Although Twitter is very dependent on its users, users are also very dependent on Twitter as the constituted 

and consolidated medium for political debate. Other platforms for political debate that could provide users 

with alternatives have difficult terms. This is first because it is difficult to reach and activate a substantial 

mass of users who can both ensure a sustainable business model and provide sufficient content for a lively 

debate to exist. Second, other tech companies have a huge influence on which platforms are made available, 
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such as the case with the three largest app providers, Apple, Google, and Amazon, who together practically 

have a monopoly on the distribution of the apps that users access the platforms from. 

Parler, as an alternative to Twitter, defines itself politically, giving clear messages that they do not regulate 

but allow a completely free debate. Thus, it can be said that the platform very directly appeals to Trump's 

supporters, but in return, it does not appear as an alternative for those who believe that the debate should 

be regulated to keep offensive content and misinformation out. 

In this way, there can also be a polarization of the users in relation to which platforms they use, which can 

result in an outcome where there is no debate across the political boundaries. Instead, there may be a risk 

that the web-based political debate will take place on different platforms, with the different wings shouting 

in their respective echo chambers of like-minded people.  

Overall, we can understand Twitter’s role as a facilitating platform for political communication, that both 

shapes the permitted actions on the platform but is likewise shaped by its social context. This social context 

takes shape in the form of users of the platform that via pushing Twitter to dynamically and continuously 

adapt to the sudden events, especially those that relates to the US election because they were often charac-

terized by high intensity, outrage or at least some sort of call-for-action. Also, the social context can be un-

derstood in a broader sense such as the legal and political spheres, that are both challenged by network-

facilitating platforms of Twitter (due to the collective power of Networks), and in reverse hold a certain power 

over Twitter, such as making changes to Section 230, that protects Twitter ability to moderate the content 

on their platform, with no legal responsibility of the outcomes.  

Meanwhile, Twitter is also taking on a gatekeeping role during especially the election period, where the plat-

forms have emphasised their effort to promote healthy discussions and public dialogue. 

We can overall conclude that Twitter holds a very central role due to the fact that it is the most used platform 

for communication on political topics. Meanwhile, the presidential election has forced Twitter to change and 

adapt to the circumstances of the event. Twitter’s role is perceived in numerous ways, and with a highly 

diverse group of users, the platform is not able to fit everyone’s need. Lastly, there is a hinge in the fact that 

Twitter is a for-profit organisation that drives profit from user activity – both well and ill-intended. This is a 

theme that might be of relevance for a future investigation. 
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