
Since Barack Obama won the US presidency in 2008 by harnessing the power of online
platforms like Facebook, and especially Twitter, others have followed suit, says Carl Miller

EVER since US President Barack
Obama’s first, thundering vic-
tory in 2008, elections have been
changing. The art of winning

power happens online as well as offline.
By 2012, Obama’s huge digital successes
were impossible for other politicians to
ignore.

He used his 45m Facebook likes, 23m
Twitter followers and a dedicated plat-
form to raise $690m online and to orga-
nise hundreds of thousands of offline
events. Others quickly followed suit,
and, in 2014, India’s Narendra Modi en-
listed two million volunteers via the in-
ternet, and used it to crowd-source the
manifesto of his party, the BJP.

Last year’s British general election
also involved a burst in digital election-
eering, and the research and post-mor-
tem into what happened, and what it all
means, is under way. So, as the days
count down to the general election here,
these are the lessons from the UK.

First, expect the emergence of
Twitter as a new political battleground.
The election will utilise many digital
channels: Facebook will target floating
voters, and good old email will squeeze
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money from the party faithful, but
Twitter will be the most visible, and
public, site of online conflict.

Political parties know that it will be a
space they cannot ignore and they have
been preparing for some time to fight on
this new front.

Digital teams, many containing vet-
erans of other campaigns, will spend
unprecedented amounts of time and ef-
fort using the new weapons in the politi-
cal arsenal: memes will be hastily
knocked up to puncture the arguments
of opponents and exploit their gaffes;
while virals — the kind of message you
just can’t help sharing — will spread
messages as far and as wide as possible.

Underneath all the humour and col-
ourful imagery, largely invisible, but
very serious, science will be at work,
measuring, comparing, and refining the
strategies in play.

This battleground won’t play by the
rules of conventional politics, and ex-
pect to see a ruder, rawer, more honest
side of politicians than ever before.

For decades, central party hubs have
enforced ‘message discipline’ on their
politicians, carefully selecting spokes-

people to talk to mainstream media and
choreographing events on the cam-
paign trail. All of this will be washed
away in a river of Tweets.

Frazzled, tired, and frustrated by the
campaign, politicians will, deliberately
or not, let their public masks slip. Some
1,300 Tweets by politicians during the
UK general election contained a swear-
word. The public will be even less for-
giving, and will use Twitter to vent
their anger at politicians, especially
leaders. Some 110,000 tweets during the
British campaign abused a politician —
one in 50 of all tweets sent to them over
that time.

Politicians will also use Twitter to de-
part from the party line. During the UK
campaign, Labour MPs used Twitter to
disagree with their own party on nu-
clear-weapons renewal; the Conser-
vatives did the same for Europe.

In other cases, it will be the silence of
candidates that will undermine the cen-
trally coordinated campaigns. Of over
187,000 tweets sent by Labour candi-
dates, only 118 mentioned one off their
less popular policies — mansion tax.

Both Labour and Tory candidates

some of them well-known public fig-
ures, others who have emerged on
Twitter itself.

The loudest, single message on
Twitter during the UK leaders’ debate
— itself the largest digital moment in
British political history — did not come
from a politician, nor a professional
commentator or prominent journalist.
It came from a photoshop satirist called
General Boles.

Twitter will allow a new public de-
bate to form about the future direction
that Ireland should take, and it will be
one that anyone can join.

Large numbers will do so, to collec-
tively experience important events,
challenge policies, throw insults, share
jokes, and otherwise simply join in with
this often irreverent, but certainly im-
portant, new venue for political debate.

Politics is getting ruder, faster and
more exciting, and many — some for
the first time — will find their own
voices and jump into the crossfire.

■ Carl Miller is research director at the
Centre for the Analysis of Social Media;
carl.miller@demos.co.uk

hospitals, services, and choices that af-
fect people’s lives.

During the British election, the Con-
servatives’ national Twitter campaign
stalled badly. They received more criti-
cism on Twitter than any other party,
and their most famous figures were also
Twitter’s most unpopular.

However, the local picture was rad-
ically different. Their candidates in
some of the closest races avoided broad-
casting national slogans, and, instead,
engaged in local, two-way conver-
sations in which they listened as well as
spoke. These politicians did better than
any of their counterparts.

However, Twitter’s most important
influence on the campaign will prob-
ably not be about parties and politi-
cians. It will be how it changes politics
for the rest of us.

Professional politicians are not par-
ticularly powerful, loud or even com-
petent voices on Twitter; actors, celeb-
rities, sports stars, and singers are the
kings and queens of social media.

Politicians will find themselves rub-
bing shoulders with other, often more
powerful and more popular voices,

learned an important tactic as the cam-
paign progressed: avoid any mention of
their leader. Just a few hundred tweets
from politicians did so, out of hundreds
of thousands.

Overall, incumbent politicians will
struggle. From Ukip and the Scottish
National Party in the UK, to the Five
Star Movement in Italy, and Podemos in
Spain, the largest digital swells have al-
ways clustered around the groups who
have most successfully cast themselves
as outsiders set on puncturing the com-
placency of business-as-usual politics.

Tweets do not equal votes, and, to
make any of this matter, politicians will
need to succeed in the difficult alchemy
of turning tweets and ‘likes’ into the
hard currencies of politics: volunteers,
donations and, of course, electoral vic-
tory. For some, especially young voters,
the digital world will be an important
window into the campaign, and the
decision that they make at the ballot
box. For the majority, it will not be.

Politics remains local, even when it
goes online, and Twitter will likely
matter most, as it plays a part in the
narrower, concrete debates about the
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presented the party as the only political
force capable of creating jobs and put-
ting food on German tables. Likewise,
they won over newly enfranchised
women voters by portraying them-
selves as the defender of traditional
German womanhood and the family.

Hitler’s extreme nationalism reson-
ated with many audiences, including
young people who wanted to restore
Germany’s lost territories and military
might. Rabid anti-Semitism remained
at the centre of the Nazi worldview.

As soon as the party came to power,
in 1933, it began to implement anti-Jew-
ish policies. The Nazis eliminated alter-
native sources of information, burning
books and arresting journalists as they
prepared to advance their goal of estab-
lishing a united “Aryan” Europe.

In today’s interconnected world, indi-

In 1930s Germany, Nazi Party
leaders understood the power of
mass communication to dissemi-
nate hatred and anti-Semitism.

“Propaganda,” Hitler wrote, “is a truly
terrible weapon in the hands of an ex-
pert.”

In their rise to power, the Nazis de-
ployed sophisticated modern communi-
cations technologies, including radio
and film, to win the battle of ideas —
and thus to shape public opinion and
behaviour — among a well-educated
population in a fledgling democracy.

The Nazis are gone but propaganda
lives on, and its potential is deadlier
than ever. As we commemorate the 71st
anniversary of the liberation of Ausch-
witz-Birkenau today, extremist groups
around the globe wield new technol-
ogies to incite hatred and perpetrate
new mass killings and genocides.

That’s why Unesco has decided to
base this year’s International Day of
Commemoration on the theme ‘From
Words to Genocide: Anti-Semitic Propa-
ganda and the Holocaust’.

Unesco and the US Holocaust Memor-
ial Museum are joining forces to pres-
ent, at Unesco headquarters, the exhibit
‘State of Deception: The Power of Nazi
Propaganda’.

During the early 1930s, a period of se-
vere economic distress, many Germans
were willing to overlook the Nazis’ anti-
Semitism, because they were attracted
to other aspects of the party’s message.

The Nazis knew this: In the run-up to
the 1932 election, the party relied on the
emerging field of public opinion re-
search to probe the needs, hopes, and
fears of blue- and white-collar workers,
the middle class, women, farmers, and
youth.

Accordingly, Nazi propagandists
toned down anti-Semitic rhetoric and

viduals and non-state groups motivated
by extremist ideologies can use the
power of new technologies to shape atti-
tudes and beliefs, and incite violence on
a global scale.

Since 2014, IS has disseminated more
than 700 propaganda videos, tailored to
various audiences, in all major lan-
guages, to maximize the reach and im-
pact of its message.

Nearly 50,000 Twitter accounts are
propagating these vehicles of hatred,
seeking to exploit ignorance, intoler-
ance, and divisions within societies.
Young people are being targeted for re-
cruitment. Within the territories it con-
trols, IS persecutes and kills individ-
uals on religious and cultural grounds,
with a recent report by the US Holo-
caust Memorial Museum concluding

refugee crisis, in a context of fear and
deadly terrorist attacks, to gain large
numbers of supporters.

‘State of Deception’ shows us how
propaganda can have deadly conse-
quences. The Holocaust began with
words, not mass killings. We must re-
member how the poison of anti-Semit-
ism and racism, projected through
mass media and entire political, cul-
tural, and educational systems, led a
continent into violence and genocide.

Today, against the new propaganda
of hatred, our challenge is to harness
the power of new communication tech-
nologies to empower pluralism and
human dignity for all, to combat anti-
Semitism and Holocaust denial.

This new war for hearts and minds
can be won only if we update and up-
grade the tools of education, culture,
science, and communication. Unesco
was created 70 years ago for this pur-
pose, and it leads a global programme
for Holocaust education and genocide
prevention, working with governments
and teachers to instill this history in
classrooms.

Bombs and bullets alone cannot de-
feat political poison. We must also win
the battle of ideas. Schools, museums,
and the media must help young people
develop critical thinking skills.

Intellectuals, artists, and public fig-
ures must highlight the danger of indif-
ference toward groups espousing intol-
erance and exclusion. Political leaders
should encourage social integration
and mutual understanding. This is how
we can pay tribute to the victims of the
Holocaust — not only to lament the
dead, but also to empower the living.
■ Sara Bloomfield is director of the US
Holocaust Memorial Museum. Irina Bo-
kova is director general of Unesco.
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that the group has committed acts of
genocide against the Yazidi minority
population under its control.

Another worrisome trend is the in-
creasingly sophisticated use of hate
speech directed against minorities and
migrants. Violent, exclusionary, and
discriminatory rhetoric has returned to
Europe — the land of the Holocaust. Ex-
treme nationalists exploit the current

The Holocaust started with words, not mass killings

Holocaust survivors Suzi Diamond and Tomi Reichental at a Holocaust Memorial event held recently in Dublin. Today marks the 71st anni-
versary of the liberation of Auschwitz-Birkenau. PIcture: Tommy Clancy
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