#Politics: The Pervasiveness of Social Media

The world is connected by the internet, allowing people from opposite sides of the planet and from different cultural and social backgrounds to discuss ideas and share information. According to the official Facebook statistics webpage, “There are over eight- hundred and fifty million people who use social media sites, such as Facebook and Twitter daily” (Facebook Statistics Page,2011). Social media users have become powerful voices in our new interconnected world, and even have a strong influence in the politics of nations and their elections. Social media has become entwined and assimilated with every aspect of our media. Through the use of “hash tags” (#) a person’s thoughts about a subject or event can be seen on a running header on a television station,  and be seen by anyone watching that particular television station. The use of what is commonly known as the number sign has been altered to fit the needs of the social networking world and is not the only way that social media has not only impacted language but also politics in the process. This ability of an individual being able to share their views and ideas is a direct effect of the language that they are using. Using simple symbols to link their words to a particular subject where others are also sharing their thoughts and millions can view it through may mediums of media, creates an outlet for common people to discuss and share their feelings and thoughts. The topics that are discussed through this simple symbol system are as diverse as though who are using this powerful tool. The topics that are discussed through social networking can be about the events of a particular region, a country and even the globe on a whole. The free sharing of ideas throughout our world impacts every aspect of our daily lives, whether it is noticed or not. The most typical topics of discussion through social media range from television shows, music, art, news programs, sporting events and even politics. This free and extensive expression of thought and ideas is an extremely powerful tool not only for the common people, but also for politicians and governments alike. The use of social media by the president of the United States, Barack Obama, is one of the most prominent examples of taking advantage of the personal and widespread connection that social media can provide to voters. Social media has become an impressive tool used by politicians to encourage people to become involved in their campaign while building their political brand, target particular demographics and advertise their campaign through social media and its assimilation with other classic forms of media.  These objectives are reached through the simple and revolutionary combination of the internet, language and social media.

How Obama used Social Media in His Presidential Campaign
 The use of social media during a political campaign has no better been exemplified and utilized by any other person than Barack Obama. 
“No other candidate has ever integrated the full picture the way [Obama] has, that’s what’s really new about his campaign” (Michael Malbin, 2010).
 It was the first political campaign in history to harness the power and persuasion that could be yielded through the use of social media and its distinct language. The mission that Obama had during his 2008 campaign was “involvement through empowerment”(The Dragonfly Effect, 2012), a bold and provocative statement meaning that in order for people to get involved in his campaign, he must empower them with the knowledge that they matter and have a voice. There is no better way to create such involvement and empowerment than with social media, the tool used by people to share their ideas and express themselves. Obama realised that the simplest way of involving people in his campaign was to reach out to them through social networking sites such as Facebook and Twitter, and to let them know that they themselves can be involved and make a difference in his campaign.
 However, Obama and his campaign coordinators were not as naïve to believe that simply creating a Facebook or Twitter fan-page would create the stir for people to want to get involved. Rather he recognized that social media sites were a vehicle for his message, not the message itself and instead created energy of excitement and involvement through social media in order for people to get involved. His campaign slogan of “Yes We Can” was an exceptional use of inclusive language that inspired millions to believe that he reflected their hunger social, economic and political change.
 “Yes we can was a catch-phrase used by President Barack Obama during his electoral campaign in 2008” (p.47, Language, Society and Power an Introduction, Annabelle Mooney,2011).  Through the use of pronouns that are inclusive in nature, Obama was able to assimilate himself with the general population.
His campaign, and the inclusiveness of the language that he used, created a sense of purpose in his supporters to become involved in any way they could. He gave his campaign a very personal touch, as though through social media Obama himself was reaching out to the people and letting them know that they were important and could have an impact of his campaign. He discussed the various simple and effective ways they could support his campaign; Obama would post dates for rallies, hyperlinks to petitions and referendums that the public could open and then vote upon. His Facebook had an authenticity that captured the loyalty of people everywhere. He added his favourite music and movies and even fun pictures with his two daughters and his wife Michelle. The language that he used on his Facebook profile was the same as the millions of users all over the country, using short forms to effectively and quickly convey ideas, a large by product of this digital age and social media itself. Under the section for favourite activities on his Facebook profile he listed: 
“Basketball, writing, spending time w/ kids” (Obama’s Facebook Page, 2012). 
The use of “w/” to say “with” is a short form that he used not only to  say with easier, but can also been seen as a way of connecting with the younger generation. The younger generation understand the use of short forms and hybrid language because of its prevalence in social networking and texting. The young generation understands these short forms and language better than any other generation, as they have been a large contributor to its creation and wide spread use. This personal and popular use of language proved to be effective as millions of people became involved in spreading the message that Obama had what it takes to lead their country. 
His campaign had reached out to millions of people across the United States, created a very real excitement for his campaign, and had done it all in real time; something that could have never been achieved before social media. People began to believe in his campaign and were able to easily show their support through social media and the internet, creating websites dedicated solely to the inauguration and support of Obama. The campaign put together by Obama and his staff created a support of over fifty-five million people across the various social networking mediums. 
“It is approximated that there were nearly 3.2 million Facebook followers, 115,000 Twitter followers and over 50 million people who subscribed to his Youtube channel by November 2008” (The Dragonfly Effect, 2012). This large online following created a stir that reached every corner of the country and in the end, contributed to Obama’s 2008 inauguration as President of the United States. 
Furthermore, Obama is not the only politician to use the power of social media to encourage people to become involved their campaign. Many if not all of the candidates in this year’s Republican presidential race created a profile on all of the major social networking sites, updating them on a daily basis and using short forms and hip language to connect with the younger users. They have all realised and taken a lesson from Obama`s 2008 campaign, that social media’s influence only becomes stronger as more people to decide join and that they can instantaneously speak to millions of people. They are also able to target certain demographics, inform the public about their campaign, upcoming events and ways to become involved. Although they use social media to expand their audience and get people to become involved, social networking sites are not always used in a positive way. 
Social media has been a way for public and for media to create a negative view of those who are running for President; because of the personal nature of social media it has been used to make very personal remarks about candidates` lifestyles, their families and also their personalities. A very recent example of this negative media created through social networking occurred during one of the Republican Presidential debates when Mit Romney attempted to make a ten-thousand dollar bet with Rick Perry. Immediately people began discussing the topic all over Facebook and especially through Twitter where people created hash-tags such as “#What10KBuys, #IowaDebate” (Soshable.com,2012). The general public and media can use the negative images of a candidate to sway the minds of those who follow them, and get more people involved in expanding the negative emotions tied to a certain candidate.
 “@RichLowry: you can already feel the $10k bet backfiring–will be one of the replayed moments from the debate” (ABC.go.com, 2011). 
 These negative emotions are once again a very powerful tool for a politician, as social media becomes stronger and millions more join every day. The negative media of another candidate can be devastating to their campaign, which leads many people to believe that social media can also be used to manipulate and deceive. This manipulation stems from the ability for anyone anywhere to say whatever they want whether it is true or false. This unverified discussion about the personal lives of candidates alters the language that is being used by those taking part in the discussion. The language becomes harsh and explicit as curse words, racial slurs and homophobic comments increase in the “tweets” (what the thought someone has published on Twitter is called) related to the subject.  Never before have regular people been able to share their thoughts about a candidate publicly and on a very large scale; and this new found ability is being taken advantage of at any opportunity. Social media has not only dominated the web, but has also crossed over into other forms of media and altered the way that people broadcast their thoughts, watch television, listen to the radio and read the newspaper.  Not only has it forever changed these mediums and the way they are presented, but also how those who produce articles and television shows use language and communicate with certain audiences or demographics.

The Ability to Target Demographics and Certain Audiences
For politicians it is not just about the amount followers, but also about the influence of engagement and contact that a politician who holds a social media account infers. The use and creation of profiles on social networking sites also gives a politician the ability to target a certain audience or demographic.  
“The average age of those who use social networking sites is between sixteen and twenty-six years of age” (Facebook Statistics Page, 2012).
 The ability to broadcast messages to youth is a powerful tool and is a way for politicians to gain the attention and loyalty of current and future young voters. Capturing the younger generation`s loyalty not only benefits politicians in the years to follow when those young people become the legal age to vote, but can also impact current elections because of the fact that “sixty-eight percent of those who use social networking sites are of the legal age to vote” (Facebook Statistics Page, 2012). Social media has given the politicians of today the ability to have a direct line of contact with the younger generation of future voters, but also the over four-hundred million users who are young adults. Simply having this line into the younger generations’ online world is not enough; a politician must adapt his language to appeal to the younger audiences or else he will gain very little attention.  Example is a tweet from Barack Obama containing the short form for birthday.
“BarackObama RT @Messina2012 : Happy bday OFA! One year ago today we began this campaign. Watch this and get fired up” (GiantRedCarpet.com, 2012). 
This direct link gives them a great advantage for advertising their campaign as many younger kids do not follow elections or take much interest in politics at all. 
The usual methods of campaigning such as public rallies or benefits do not have the same impact as the advertisement of a campaign on social networking sites for various reasons. There are far less people who attend the rallies and benefits held by a politician than there are who view their campaign advertisement online through Facebook or Twitter (almost 900 million people between the two sites). The audience of those attend their functions while they are campaigning is far less diverse whereas kids as young as 5 and people as old as 103 use social networking. Not only are the ages of those who are online diverse, but there are also people from all sorts of social and cultural backgrounds who also use social networking. The ability to display the information of their campaigns and advertise themselves through these websites is a large advantage than reverting solely the classic mediums of advertisement such as television, newspapers or the radio. By targeting certain demographics such as the youth who make up the majority of those who use social networking sites, politicians can know that they are not only speaking to the young adult, middle aged and seniors who follow the campaign trails of each politician, but also those who either do not interest themselves in elections or those who don’t have access to the classic forms of media through which they normally heavily advertise. Also the creation of social media apps on phones and the ability for people to view Facebook and Twitter no matter where they are is very important. One in two people in the United States alone have a cellphone and because these cell phones travel with the owner no matter where they go, they are an excellent way of staying connected with those who follow them. Being connected to the people is a very valuable commodity as it allows you to maintain a constant place in their life and in turn creates a sense of belonging or purpose as they go through their day to day activities. It also creates a simple and effective way for people to stay up to date on politicians` campaigns, important election dates and information on the go. For politicians the ability for the individuals who follow them to access important information is paramount as a well-informed individual is more likely to be proactive in electoral events. By politicians giving the people a simple and effective way to access their information from anywhere no matter what time of day, the people believe that they are a priority and that the politician is genuinely interested in creating the best possible situation for the common person, a trait that is shared through the majority of people and also one that is sought after in a leader.   

Social Media’s Effect on Classic Forms of Media/Emphasis on the Individual
Candidates cannot simply rely on social media to run their campaign, as television and the other more traditional forms of media are still the best ways of reaching the largest audience. Although social media is not as big or as important as many people believe, there is still a lot of attention given to social media through the other forms of media, as though it is a tool to understand what people are talking about.
 “Social media’s effect on mainstream media strengthens its influence on the voters because it acts as a thermometer checking the temperature of the people’s opinions” (JD Rucker, 2011). 
When television shows and political analysts look at what is being said on social media sites, it strengthens the sense that what is being said by people online is important and will be taken into account seriously when discussing a campaign, certain events or candidates.  By involving social media into the more classic forms of media such as television, newspapers or the radio, social media has been given the ability to not only reach those who are a part of social networking sites, but also those who are not. Radio stations often perform polls on social networking sites to gauge the public’s opinion on a subject then relay that information to their listeners. Newspapers do much of the same thing as certain articles that are very important can often times have examples of what is being said on the topic from Facebook and Twitter. This makes even those who refuse to join one of the many social networking sites aware of what is being said online, and makes the amount of people involved in the most talked about subjects even greater. 
The most attractive and most useful part of social media in politics is its ability to connect with people in real time around the world; by interconnecting that ability with television and other classic media, the importance of what is being said is amplified. The ability to see what everyone is talking about online while watching television or listening to the radio has increased the amount of people who are likely to become involved in the conversation, or in the political campaign, tenfold. Social media is an extremely powerful tool used by politicians to involve people in their campaigns, but there are far more utilizations for such a far reaching and personal service. Many politicians also use social media for the purpose of creating an emphasis on the individual during their campaign. The personal touch of a politician having a Facebook or Twitter account is evident; the language that they use on those accounts can also have a profound impact. 
	Social networking sites such as Facebook and Twitter were created so that people could customize their profiles, upload photos of friends and family, send messages to friends and update their statuses. The main idea is to create a personal account where a friend or follower can view their profile and learn things about that person. 
“Facebook’s mission is to make the world more open and connected. People use Facebook to stay connected with friends and family, to discover what’s going on in the world, and to share and express what matters to them” (Facebook Statistics Page, 2012). 
Personal pictures of vacations or graduations along with their interests such as favourite books or movies create the sense that you are getting to know the person who`s profile you are viewing. The person who owns the Facebook page is personalizing their profile and choosing how they want the online world to perceive them; the perception they create is not always truthful. 
“Setting and relationship can influence how we use language to show our identity” (Language, Society and Power an Introduction, Annabelle Mooney, 2011). 
Personalization is what creates the feeling that while you are viewing a person`s profile you are getting to know that person, and in some small way, are creating a personal relationship. For instance, when Facebook users update their status saying what they are doing or where they are going, you have an instant and personal connection with that person as they want you to know what is happening in their life. These statuses are not always a person’s activities or where they are going, but are often times what they are thinking about. “What’s on your mind?” (Facebook, 2012). What a person is thinking is an extremely personal aspect that you would never know unless they were to tell you, which is part of the reason that these sites are so popular. When you are viewing a person`s Facebook page you are getting insight into that person`s life through all of the information that they have posted for you to see. Politicians take advantage of this personal aspect of social media in order to create a sense of relationship with those who follow them within the online world. By creating profiles and displaying information about their lives they can allow people to discover personal insight to who they really when the cameras are off and they are not in a debate or speaking publicly.
 There are those who would like to argue the legitimacy of a politician’s information or how much you can really learn about them by saying that their profiles are censored and you are not truly getting to know everything about a politician’s life.  Although there is some truth to this argument as politician’s, especially those who are running for President or Prime Minister or those who are currently in office, have their information censored on their profiles. However, this censorship is mandatory and not the choice of the politician but instead decided by those who are responsible for protecting them. There is certain information that cannot be released about a politician’s life in accordance with national security measures and to prevent any kind of attack on the politician’s life.
The main goal of politician is to have the people whose loyalty they are competing for, to be able to relate to who they are and see them as more than just the man or woman who is running in a political election. Having a strong relation between the common people is the best and most effective way of gaining their loyalty and also their trust. In order to create such a relation to people who they may have zero commonalities, the language use of a politician become more and more like that of the common people. Using contractions, short forms and popular acronyms, a politician can show common people that his speech is much like theirs.

“Additionally, looking at how geography and language interact helps to show how identity is related to language use. Some of these features are things we may not be aware of in our own speech; however, other people will hear them and make assumptions about us and associate us with particular identities” (Language, Society and Power an Introduction, Annabelle Mooney, 2011).
 If the people feel no relation at all to the politician, than it is unlikely that when the time comes for them to vote, they are going to vote for someone who they fell will be unable to properly govern the country. By creating a strong relation through social media and allowing people to understand who lies beneath the façade of the politician, especially because in ninety-nine percent of the occasions, the voters have no idea who the person is that’s running for office other than what they have been told or seen on television. Creating a profile that anyone can view to discover what that person is like as a person outside of politics, is a tremendous advantage when it comes time to vote.  
In conclusion, social media has changed and revolutionized politics in many aspects, some good and some bad, forever. Politicians today have an amazing ability to reach out and speak to millions of people with a simple press of the enter key, something that was impossible before social networking sites like Facebook and Twitter. The benefit of using social networking mediums to reach certain demographics creates a tremendous advantage for politicians as they are capable of targeting certain age groups within the online world.  The world of politics has become one that is accessible by anyone who is a part of social networking, and gives politicians a personal touch that is endearing to the general public. However there are negative aspects of social media as well, as it is well document in history that politics can be a nasty competition where no stone in a candidate’s life is left unturned. Their lives are scrutinized even more than they have been during times where classic media forms such as television, radio and the newspaper were the only way to get information about an electoral candidate. The amplification that social media has provided is very prolific, every word and every action a politician makes can now be scrutinized ruthlessly by the nearly nine-hundred million people combined who are on social networking sites.  Although there have been negatives linked with social media use by politicians and other high profile figures, the benefits heavily outweigh the detriments.  Politicians now have a direct line of communication with millions of people across the world and can reach out to them in real time. Political campaigns have forever been changed by social media sites; there campaigns can be seen and added to all over the online world. Common people can now do simple things in order to show their support, simply being a part of a politicians fan page and knowing about important dates and events, or even following a hyperlink that their politician has posted. Social media will continue to play a huge part in political history as it is an excellent form of advertisement and is a place where everyone can share express their thoughts. Technology and the internet have given politicians a new place to call home and have created an interconnected world that they are willing to exploit and expand in order to further their own political desires.  By becoming a part of social media, politicians can create excitement for people to become involved in their campaign, target particular demographics and advertise their campaign through social media and its assimilation with other classic forms of media. There will always be a place for technology in #Politics.
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