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Information and Communication Technologies as
Contentious Repertoire

Abstract

This study advances an original theoretical framework to understand the deployment of
Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) in political contention. It
argues that we should not look only at the use of ICTs in contention, as technologies
are not “born” to be used in and for political activism. Rather, people appropriate and
manoeuvre technologies—some but not others—for such purposes, in specific contexts.
This study proposes a relational understanding of ICT uses in contention, taking into
account their technicalities and their sociality, as well as the transformation and actu-
alisation that occurs between them. It suggests that an investigation necessitates the
perception of communication technologies as a repertoire of contention on the basis of
affordances that structure the possibilities of the use of technology. The study further
presents an application of the framework in cases of protests in mainland China.
Through fieldwork and in-depth interviews, this study indicates that the choice of
(certain functions of) mobile phones as protest repertoire derives from a confluence of
(a) a given social group’s habitus of media use that manifests particular affordances, and
(b) the learned experience of the contested means of the past in official mass commu-
nication. It concludes that what people do and do not do with ICTs in political
contention is significantly shaped by affordances and habitus, thereby revealing the
dynamics behind repertoire selection and constraint.

Keywords: Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs); political conten-
tion; affordance; repertoire of contention; habitus.

Introduction

T H E U S E of Information and Communication Technologies
(ICTs) in political contention is increasingly common today [e.g.,
Bennett and Segerberg 2013; Bimber, Flanagin, and Stohl 2005; Earl
and Kimport 2011. For general discussions, see Earl, Hunt, and Garrett
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2014; Garrett 2006]. While protestors in Egypt and Tunisia largely
adopted Facebook and Twitter in organising street demonstrations and
raising local and global awareness of the latest events during the Arab
Spring [e.g., Howard and Hussain 2013; Huang 2011], Hongkongers
primarily relied on WhatsApp and Facebook when assembling on
the street and venting their anger and frustration at Beijing as part of the
Umbrella Movement [Lee and Chan 2018: 110]. Why, then, during the
political turbulence, did Egyptians andTunisians depend less onWhats-
App, “the most favoured social tool in the Arab world” [AG Reporter
2015]? Similarly, why did Hongkongers not use YouTube in their civil
disobedience campaigns, even though YouTube had enjoyed spectacular
growth in Hong Kong [Woodhouse 2015]?

To date, much ink has been spilled in analysing the use of ICTs in
political contention, i.e., non-routine and diversified forms of collective
action that bring “ordinary people into confrontation with opponents,
elites, or authorities” [Tarrow 2011, 7-8]. While extant scholarship
yields a nuanced picture of how people have used ICTs during various
contentions, there is more to the story than just looking at the use of
specific digital communication technologies. In reality, ICTs were not
“born” to be used in and for political contention. Rather, people have
appropriated and manoeuvred them—some but not others, as we see from
the cases of the Arab Spring and the Umbrella Movement—for such
purposes, in specific contexts. Consequently, exploring the reasoning
behind people’s strategic or tactical understandings, choices, and uses of
specific (functions of) ICTs helps clarify the particular mechanisms that
lead to ICTs becoming part of these protestors’ repertoires of contention
[Tilly 1995]. This process unveils “the microfoundations of political
action” by expounding upon the perspective of agency [Jasper 2004: 4]
that transforms affordances [Gibson 1966] of given technologies into
aspects of the contentious repertoire. In other words, the answer lies at
the heart of the research question in this study: How, and under which
circumstances, are decisions made to use ICT(s) as the repertoire of conten-
tion, with the affordances being the basis that structures the possibilities of
using the technology?This study advances understanding of how ICTs as
the repertoire of contention are created and developed, with (certain
functions of) mobile phones being a part of the protest repertoire in
contemporary China as the case.

In the following sections, the study begins with a review and a
theoretical grounding that elucidates the relevant, yet rarely addressed,
link between affordance and repertoire of contention. Second, it elabo-
rates the method used, including cases, data collection, and methods of
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analysis. Third, the study unravels the issue as to why people employ
certain functions of the mobile phone but not others within their protest
practices. The process of strategically choosing which functions of their
mobile phones the protesters used in the process of contention is shaped
by a confluence of individuals’ habitus of media use that manifests
particular affordances and the learned experience of the contested means
of the past in mass media. Fourth, the study concludes with thoughts on
encouraging a further investigation of the link (or “gap”) between
affordances and repertoires of contention.

Affordances and Repertoires of Contention:
A Clarification of Controversial Issues

Among studies that explore the role of ICTs in political contention,
the dissection and analysis of affordances has emerged as a relevant issue
for consideration [e.g., Earl and Kimport 2011; Bennett and Segerberg
2013; Enjolras, Steen-Johnsen, and Wollebæk 2013]. Nevertheless, the
inconsistency and, in some cases, inappropriateness of the use of the term
“affordance,” first coined by Gibson [1966], complicates the under-
standing of the possible effects that ICTs might have on social move-
ments. Some take the technology-oriented perspective to address the
importance of the material aspects of communication technologies.
Largely followingNorman’s [1988] definition, Earl andKimport regard
affordance to be “the type of action or a characteristic of actions that a
technology enables through its design” [2011: 10].1 Along similar lines,
researchers employ phrases such as “the affordances of blogging tech-
nology” [Graves 2007], “social media affordances” [Enjolras, Steen-
Johnsen, and Wollebæk 2013: 891; Christensen 2011], “affordances of
particular social media technologies” [Selander and Jarvenpaa 2016:
333], “Facebook affordances” [Kaun and Stiernstedt 2014], “the tech-
nological affordances of Facebook” [ibid.], and “affordance of Twitter”
[Jacobson and Mascaro 2016; Ogan and Varol 2016], to mention a few.
Others treat the term rather as the potential outcome of ICT use in social
movements. For instance, Dahlberg [2011] and Goggin [2013] discuss
the “democratic affordances” offered by digital media. Mercea [2013]
explains “horizontal collaboration” as an affordance of social media.

1 See similar discussions in Penney and Dadas 2014; Selander and Jarvenpaa 2016.
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Yet, as Evans, Pearce, Vitak, and Treem [2017] point out, affordance
is neither a feature of the technology nor an outcome. The outcome-
oriented perspective ignores affordances as “constant properties”
[Gibson 1977: 285] independent of the goals of the actor [Michaels
2003: 136-137]. In contrast, the technology-oriented perspective uses
“language that talks about the affordances of or offered by specific tech-
nologies […] and positions the affordance as inherent in use based on
some material aspects of the technology;” it fails to acknowledge “the
agency present in [the use of] technology” [Evans et al. 2017: 39, empha-
sis in original]. In the same vein, Cooren [2018: 281; emphasis in
original] argues, “[p]roperties [of materiality] are never absolutely proper
or intrinsic to their bearers, as they are the result of appropriations or
attributions.” Nevertheless, contemporary scholars write as though peo-
ple are unambiguously using Facebook, Twitter, or social media in a
straightforward manner that is structurally determined by the commu-
nication technologies as such. The technologically-oriented tendency
carries the danger of a media-centric, techno-centric or technologically
deterministic logic, implying that communication technologies will nec-
essarily lead to, for instance, a homogeneity in use [for a critique in the
case of the internet, see Hargittai and Hinnant 2008]. Parchoma [2014:
361, emphasis added] untangles the issue, stating that “affordances
neither belong to the environment nor the individual, but rather to the
relationship between individuals and their perceptions of environments.”
Following this argument, affordance entails a relational nature between
the actor and the technology in a specific context [for a similar discussion,
see Cooren, 2018], which thereby underlines a three-fold consideration
of “the attributes and abilities of users, the materiality of technologies,
and the contexts of technology use” [Evans et al. 2017: 36; see alsoDavis
andChouinard 2016]. In our case, the consideration of affordances in the
study of ICTs and contention postulates not only a discussion of the
particular material features of (mobile) technology but, more
importantly, ideas about the specific perceptions of the selection and
use of technology for contentious activities by various users in different
contexts.

If affordances imply the possible uses of technology, then “repertoire
of contention” functions as a key term in understanding the choice and
actualisation of some of the possibilities for action in contention. AsTilly
[2005: 41-42] writes,

The word repertoire identifies a limited set of routines that are learned, shared and
acted out through a relatively deliberate process of choice. Repertoires are learned
cultural creations, but they do not descend from abstract philosophy or take shape
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as a result of political propaganda; they emerge from struggle […] At any particular
point in history, however, they learn only a rather small number of alternativeways
to act collectively.

Therein lies the significance of the contentious repertoire. As a delim-
ited array of contentious claims-making practices and performance, the
repertoire in essence is situated in a complex mesh of multifaceted
conditions of the moment [Rodríguez, Ferron, and Shamas 2014]. For
one thing, structural factors, such as regime type, the history of conten-
tion, and changes in political opportunity, have significant bearing on
repertoire selection [Tarrow 2008: 237-239]. For another, people not
only closely monitor changes in the political environment, but they also
consciously interpret the actions of others. A repertoire of contention
hence “[…] calls attention to the clustered, learned, yet improvisational
character of people’s interactions as they make and receive each other’s
claim.” [Tilly and Tarrow 2006: 16]

It is highly relevant to keep inmind that, as Tarrow emphasises, “[…]
the repertoire is not onlywhat people do […] it is what they know how to do
and what others expect them to do” [1993: 283], emphasis in original].
To explore Crossley’s definition [2002b: 49], a repertoire involves “a
tacit recognition of the know-how or acquired competence involved in
specific forms of protest.” This “tactical question,” as van Laer and
van Aelst [2010: 1151] concur in their discussion on the internet and
movement repertoires, “is critical for social movements.” Subsequently,
in the discussion on the development of the contentious repertoire, it is
important to focus not only on which contentious tactics or strategies
people adopt or appropriate. Instead, we must also expand on people’s
understanding and choice of specific actions, or, more precisely in this
study, the perception or know-how of using ICTs—some but not others—
as a means of protest.

To better understand people’s perceptions, it is helpful to invoke
the suggestion of an integration of Bourdieu’s [1984] notion of habitus
as a way of contextualising the discussion on repertoire selection. For
Bourdieu’s original idea,

The habitus is a set of dispositions, reflexes and forms of behaviour people acquire
through acting in society. It reflects the different positions people have in society,
for example, whether they are brought up in a middle-class environment or in a
working-class suburb [2000: 19, emphasis added].

In the sociology of movements, Crossley [2002b: 52] contends that,
“[t]he concept of habitus allows us to reflect upon and explore the way in
which agents’ life experiences and trajectories shape the dispositions and
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schemas which, in turn, shape the ways in which they choose from the
repertories of contention that prevail within their society.” [See also
Crossley 1999, 2003; Haluza-DeLay 2008; Husu 2013: 265.] More
specifically, people develop “perceptual and linguistic schemas, prefer-
ences and desires, know-how, forms of competence and other such
dispositions” [Crossley 2002a: 171-172] over the course of their lives.
In particular, learning in and through contentious movement activities
should facilitate a transformation of the habitus of protest participants
through “a deepening internalization” of new dispositions and experi-
ences into tacit knowledge of the contentious repertoire [Haluza-DeLay
2008: 212]. Meanwhile, “activists’ statuses, skills and social connections
all shape their possibilities for protest and this is reflected in their
different ways of doing so” [Crossley 2002a: 132]. Consequently, the
involvement of habitus “opens up the question of the manner in which
activist choices (of repertoire amongst other things) are shaped by activist
histories […] [and], analytically, the procedures andmethods of practical
reasoning that structure those choices” [Crossley 2002b: 52].

Furthermore, Crossley draws attention to the notion that “repertoires
are not somuch forms of action as of interaction, […] [which] connect and
belong to sets of actors” [2002b: 49, emphasis added]. That is, to use
Tilly’s original statement,

The action takes its meaning and effectiveness from shared understandings, mem-
ories, and agreements, however grudging, among the parties. In that sense, then, a
repertoire of actions resembles not individual consciousness but a language;
although individuals and groups know and deploy the actions in a repertoire, the
actions connect sets of individuals and groups [1995b: 30, emphasis added].

Hence, the contentious repertoire helps articulate the identity of
participants in contentious activity or, in other quarters, evolves into
the construction of the identity of the agent producing it. Against this
backdrop, individuals and groups consolidate further through the
deployment of specific contentious repertories with defined meanings
and effects.

The above discussion on extant scholarship with respect to two key
conceptions—affordance and repertoires of contention—acknowledges a
similarity between the two. Both terms entail not essentialism but rela-
tionality. As noted, on the basis of the original Gibsonian view, affor-
dance exists in the relationships between artefacts, active agents (users
and designers), and their context [Davis and Chouinard 2016: 242].
Repertoires emerge and evolve, by the same token, in relationship with
structural variables, the habitus and trajectory of agency, and the cultural
context in which they originate. The same repertoire of possible actions
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may not be adopted or used in the same way in different contentious
environments for reasons other than communication technology per se.

Linking Affordances to Repertoires of Contention

Although the notion of affordance and the development of a conten-
tious repertoire, as described above, form part of various discussions, the
connection between them remains obscure. For a better understanding of
the linking or transformation from affordance to the development of a
contentious repertoire, along with a consideration of the habitus, the
following diagram sheds light on the deployment of ICTs in political
contention (Figure 1).

First, given its relational nature, the affordances of communication
technology may differ or vary significantly among different agents, and
across different contexts. As discussed above, affordances are possibilities
and opportunities for action that emerge from agents engaging with a
certain property of technology in a specific context. As such, the same
communication technology would therefore denote different meanings
and result in dissimilar uses for different people in diverse cultures.

F IGURE 1
The relationship among affordance, habitus, contentious repertoire, and use
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There are, for example, significant differences in the utilisation of social
media [Egros 2011] or the internet [Hermeking 2005; Hargittai and
Hinnant 2008] among different demographics, and across divergent
cultures or countries.

Second, as illustrated in Figure 1, the contentious repertoire essen-
tially develops from—and hence is confined to—the defined affordance(s)
of communication technology in a given context. More specifically,
affordance underpins “the practical constitution of repertories” via “the
activities of everyday life” [Crossley 2002b: 49]. That is, contentious
repertoires grow out of affordance and as “a by-product of everyday
experiences” [Della Porta 2013]. For instance, the barricade emerged
as an aspect of the protest repertoires developed during the French
Revolution as a result of the routine and everyday practice of “neigh-
bourhood protection” in 16th century Paris [Traugott 1993]. Protestors
simply chose their protest repertoire from (certain affordances of) the
available stock. In this sense, the affordances of communication technol-
ogies in everyday life in a given context offer preconditions for possible use
of these technologies in contentious activities, but do not imply or
guarantee that these repertoires will emerge. As the repertories of con-
tention grow out of people’s habitus, a careful investigation of people’s
routine attitudes and practices with (certain) ICTs is essential for the
depiction of its affordances.

Furthermore, affordances are a necessary but not sufficient precondi-
tion for the development of repertoires of action. In other words, affor-
dance does not equal repertoire, and not every affordance will transfer
into the contentious repertoire. Rather, contentious practices encompass
a deliberate but constrained selection of actions within the repertoire by
agents. In this sense, the transformation from affordances (i.e., the pos-
sibilities inherent in the use of a specific technology), to the development
of a repertoire of contention (i.e., the possibilities of technology used as a
part of the contentious claims-making practice and performance),
embodies strategic choices that people as agents make in contention. A
careful consideration of both structural factors and issues of agency thus
untangles the key issue of the selection of repertoires, or variations in
these repertoires as they appear in contention in different parts of the
world as demonstrated at the beginning of this study. By doing so, we
probe “the social dynamics of the processes by which agents and groups
select from that repertoire” [Crossley 2002b: 51].

Third, contentious repertoires, once established, may constrain fur-
ther, innovative transfers from other affordances to repertoires. In other
words, once an affordance becomes part of a repertoire of contention,
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people may get used to it, making it difficult to innovate new uses or
strategies. Once labelled––as was the case of the so-called “Facebook
Revolution” or “Twitter Revolution”––protest repertoires tend to over-
shadow and limit the affordances of the medium. The possibilities and
opportunities of digital communication technologies such as Facebook or
Twitter are transformed and reified by a narrow, specific, and repeated
use in certain circumstances. This may stifle further transformation of
other possibilities from affordance to repertoire, consequently restrain-
ing the diversification of possibilities for contentious use.

To sum up, the narrow focus on the actual use of ICTs in contention,
valuable though it might be for people’s practices of contention, fails to
grasp the dynamic possibilities of human agency. Furthermore, it over-
looks political and social complexity in favour of a stereotypic rendering
of communication technologies. Particular attention should be given to
expanding and supplementing empirical research into the investigation
of affordances and the establishment of repertoires of contention. The
main research questions (RQs) state as follows:

RQ1: What are protesters’ perceptions of ICT(s) as the repertoire of contention, and
under which circumstances do they view ICT(s) as the repertoire of contention?

RQ2: What are protesters’ routine practices with ICT(s) that exemplify the affor-
dances of ICT(s) for specific individuals or groups in a given context?

RQ3:Howdoes the transformation fromaffordances to the repertoire of contention occur?

Method

This study employs a case study design with the heuristic purpose of
theoretically exploring [Vaughan 1992] people’s perceptions of ICTs—
more precisely, mobile phones—and their subsequent uses in political
contention in China. The impact of ICTs on contentious action has
emerged as an enduring and substantial focus in the studies of ICTs in
China [e.g. Esarey and Xiao 2011; Yang 2009]. In particular, the ubiq-
uitous use of mobile communication exerts a growing influence over
people’s social and political practices, with the increasing use of the
mobile phone functioning as an efficient tool for aggregating and artic-
ulating citizen input or popular discontentment during the process of
public opinion formation and political participation [e.g., Liu 2016]. In
this study, a case refers to an example of “a class of phenomena” [Flyvbjerg
2006: 220], i.e., a mobile-facilitated political contention. To present
a nuanced picture of people’s perceptions of mobile phones and their
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subsequent uses in contention, this study examines six cases: the anti-
Para-Xylene (“anti-PX” for short) protests in Xiamen in 2007, Ningbo
in 2012, Chengdu and Kunming in 2013, and the taxi driver strikes in
Fuzhou and Shenzhen in 2010. Concerning people from different geog-
raphies and professions, these cases involve the adoption of ICTs––in
particular, mobile phones––as an indispensable means of political activ-
ism. As early as 2007, people largely relied onmobile communications to
organise the anti-PX protest in Xiamen [Liu 2013]. In subsequent pro-
tests in, for instance, Ningbo [Liu and Yan 2012] and Chengdu [Chang
2013], people continued to exploit various functions of mobile phones,
such as textmessaging andWeChat, to galvanise protests, with protestors
sharing information and protest plans, and facilitating collective action
mobilisation. The Fuzhou strike of 23 April 2010 arose in response to a
surge in police-issued penalties [China Daily 2010]. A similar strike in
Shenzhen at the end of October 2010 [eChinacities.com 2010], involved
over 3,000 taxi drivers taking part in a three-day strike in protest of the
government’s failure to address the problems of suburban drivers and the
city’s inequitable cab fare structure. All strikes were organised largely
through mobile phones. The diversity of cases offers insights into
underexplored phenomena and helps “[…] refocus future investigations”
[Yin 2018: 97].

On the basis of these cases, the study used snowball sampling and
interviews with protest participants to explore their perceptions and uses
of themobile phone, or of certain of its functions, as part of a repertoire of
contention. The sample was drawn from interviews with 53 respondents
from the cases, 48 of which were conducted face-to-face, and 5 viaGmail
due to concerns regarding government surveillance of Chinese social
media and e-mail communication. A summary table of respondents from
each case is shown in Table 1. The sample covered a range of professions
including journalists, editors, graduate students, high-school students,
lawyers, sales representatives, consultants, university lecturers, taxi
drivers, IT professionals, mobile phone salespersons, barbers, and small
clothing storeowners.

The interviews follow Flanagin, Stohl, and Bimber’s [2006: 39]
suggestion to explore “what people are doing, how they are relating to
one another, and what opportunities are afforded them, and from these,
examining what organisation and structure fit their behaviour and help
facilitate collective action.” The interviews began by reconstructing the
interviewee’s personal background and experience of mobile phone use,
before moving on to their description of experiences during the event,
and their self-reflections on the perception of mobile phones. In
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particular, the interview delved into how the interviewees knew and
perceived mobile phones as a means of struggle, what kind of experience
or knowledge they had for the protests, where this experience or knowl-
edge came from, and how it was gained, justified, and validated.

The interviews were conducted in Chinese for a duration of 1.5 hours
on average, and were then transcribed and translated into English. We
adopted qualitative content analysis with a directed approach [Hsieh and
Shannon 2005: 1281-1283] in terms of the framework in Figure 1 and
the RQs as the analytical structure. The directed approach not only offers
a structured process for the analysis of empirical data, but also allows
possible theory extension and refinement [ibid.: 1283]. Two researchers
read the transcript independently and highlighted all text representing a
meaning unit [Graneheim and Lundman 2004: 106]. They categorised

TABLE 1 .
Summary table of interviewees.

Cases
Number of
interviewees

Demographics

Gender

Age
(average)

Mobile phone
usage
experience
(average year)Female Male

The anti-PX
protest in Xiamen,
2007

18 11 7 31.9 3.6

The taxi driver
strikes in Fuzhou,
2010

6 0 6 43.5 7.3

The taxi driver
strikes in
Shenzhen, 2010

11 0 11 37.6 7.8

The anti-PX
protests in Ningbo,
2012

6 2 4 30.3 10.4

The anti-PX
protest in
Chengdu, 2013

8 4 4 33.8 11.7

The anti-PX
protest in
Kunming, 2013

4 2 2 47.6 10.5

Total 53 19 34 35.7 7.4
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all meaning units deductively using predetermined codes, which include
1) routine use (that illustrates affordance and habitus) and 2) use and
perception of the mobile phone as a means of protest, i.e., repertoire of
contention. They then reread, identified, and grouped affordances
according to their similarities inductively. Consequently, the transcript
was merged into predetermined categories, and then from categories to
themes of affordances, until no further important or relevant data
remained to be coded. Field notes were integrated into the analysis and
key statements underlined to identify explanations that illuminate the
research questions. Coding examples are illustrated in Table 2.

Mobile Phones as Repertoire of Contention: Uses and Perceptions

This section presents a discussion of the interviews that probe the
different uses and perceptions of mobile phone as a means of protest
during a moment of political contention (i.e., RQ1). Interviewees con-
sidered and underlined themobile phone as the “only” resource available
for them to express and aggregate their discontentment with the author-
ities. We found that mobile communication led for the most part to the
diffusion of information related to political contention. For all inter-
viewees, mobile communication—including mobile calls, text messag-
ing, and WeChat—functions as the primary means of receiving and
circulating contested information.Mobile communication is also impor-
tant for exchanging information about protests, and for shaping the
understanding of mobile phone use as part of a repertoire for action.
Equally important, we observed a significant difference in the specific
mobile phone functions that interviewees in different cases adopted or
relied on in protests.

First, people considered theirmobile phones as themost readily—and
often the only—available resource for acting against the authorities, even
for those with limited technological know-how (e.g., taxi drivers). In the
series of anti-PX protests, for instance, residents stated that local media
neither covered their concerns over the PX project nor aired their argu-
ments against the government’s decision. Rather, local media simply
criticised the opposition to the construction of the PX project, referring
to their messages as mere “rumours” that misled the public [e.g.,
Reporter 2007]. Against this backdrop, people turned to their mobile
phones, “the only available means” (emphasis added) as described by
several interviewees, to obtain support from their social networks.
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Similar situations occurred in other protests and strikes. As one taxi
driver conceded, “[…] apart from [our] mobile phones, we do not have
any other thing [to fight against the authorities]” (personal communica-
tion with a 35-year-old taxi driver, October 20, 2010).

Second, mobile communication encourages the circulation of alter-
native information on politically sensitive topics in society, especially
those with contested or controversial contents that have been suppressed
or restricted by the authorities. For instance, in theXiamen anti-PX case,
all interviewees acknowledged that they first heard the term “PX” and the
controversial information surrounding it via mobile text messaging. The

TABLE 2 .
Examples of transcripts, meaning units, codes, and affordances.

Transcript Meaning unit Codes Affordances

“whatever happens, the very
first thing [we will do] is to
check the mobile phone…[in
order] to ask [relatives,
friends, etc.] and to inform
others [in our social
networks]”

check the mobile
phone, ask, and
inform others [in
our social
networks]

Routine use
(habitus),
affordance

Availability,
networking

“…apart from [our] mobile
phones, we do not have any
other thing [for protesting]”

Routine use
(habitus),
repertoire of
contention

N/A

…. you can feel the strong
emotion and attitude from the
other side [via phone call]….
[You know that] you are not
alone….From the tone [of the
conversation], you can also
recognise people’s
willingness to engage in the
strike.”

the strong emotion
and attitude via
phone call,
recognise people’s
willingness,…you
are not alone

Affordance,
repertoire of
contention

Emotional
embeddness,
networking

“…We can copy the ‘stroll’ in
Xiamen by using our mobile
phones to organise similar
protests against the PX
project. This successful
example shows a way
recognised by the
government to oppose the
project.”

copy the ‘stroll’…
by using our
mobile phones to
organise similar
protests;
recognised by the
government

Affordance,
Repertoire
of
contention

Organising
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message ran rampant within a short period of time, while, according to a
35-year-old taxi driver, “local media did not mention this issue at all for
over three months” (personal communication, October 5, 2010).Mobile
texting helped facilitate face-to-face conversations on the issue. The
phrase “did you receive the [PX-related] Short Message Service
(SMS)?” reportedly became the opening remark when Xiamen residents
met each other between March and May of 2007, the period during
which popular discontent grew [Zhu 2007, A1].

The various taxi driver strikes followed a similar pattern. However,
here, mobile calls functioned as the central means for taxi drivers to
exchange information regarding the government’s inaction as well as
their discontentment towards the authorities. All interviewees empha-
sised the relevance of mobile calls and conversations for maintaining
contact with “fellow drivers” and receiving update-to-date messages
regarding the progress of the situation.

The above cases involved a relatively homogeneous use of mobile
phone functions—either text messaging or phone calls—in receiving
and spreading controversial information. Later anti-PX protests, how-
ever, saw the adoption of various forms of digitally, or mobile mediated,
communication for the same purpose. In the cases of Ningbo, Kunming,
and Chengdu, local residents mostly resorted to mobile-based instant
messaging apps, QQ and WeChat, to disseminate PX-related informa-
tion, inform their social networks, and initiate discussions. At the same
time, as in the other cases, themassmedia did not cover the issue at all. In
short, mobile communications offer people “a broader autonomy” [Della
Porta 2013: 2] from the official, mass communication in receiving and
spreading alternative information.

Third, apart from the circulation and diffusion of relevant informa-
tion, people used messages for the purpose of mobilisation–––either to
come for a “stroll,” a euphemism for street demonstrations in anti-PX
protests, or to “drink tea,”which was the code used formobilising strikes
in the taxi driver protests. These were spread via internet-based plat-
forms such as QQ, online forums and, most often, voice calls, text
messaging, and WeChat accessed on mobile phones.

In reality, participants in different cases adopted and appropriated
different mobile phone functions for this same purpose. In the Xiamen
case, mobilising messages were predominantly sent via mobile text mes-
saging, even in the face of local government suppression. In later anti-PX
cases, calls for protests expanded via other channels such as WeChat,
Weibo, andmobilemessaging, which became a key part of themechanism
of mobilisation [e.g., BBC 2014; South China Morning Post 2012]. The
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cases of taxi driver strikes bear a strong resemblance to the anti-PX
protests, with mobile phones as the key resource for the diffusion of
mobilising initiatives. Yet, in their strikes, taxi drivers saw a specific
mobile technology function—the voice call—as the dominant, or only,
means for the dissemination ofmobilising calls. All taxi drivers depended
on mobile calls to exchange messages regarding the planning and imple-
mentation of the strikes. In practice, mobile calls enabled them to share
strike initiatives while driving. As one driver said, “[…] Texting creates a
lot of visual distraction [while driving], let alone distributing emails or
chatting via online instant messaging platforms (e.g., QQ). But driving
while talking is easy and convenient. For us, the earlier [wemobilise], the
better” (personal communication with a 34-year-old taxi driver, April
25, 2010). Using mobile phones to call for strikes thus became a conve-
nient, flexible, and practical way for taxi drivers to mobilise collective
action “[…] while driving and looking for passengers” (personal com-
munication with a 34-year-old taxi driver, April 25, 2010).

After receiving these controversial and mobilising messages via
mobile phones, protesters often moved to search engines, microblogging
sites, and online forums to look for further information on politically
sensitive issues. There, again, mobile communication became a key
channel for the newly mobilised individuals to spread further detailed
information that they found on different digital platforms, i.e. learning
from previous protests concerning the same issues [Liu 2016].

For example, the interviewees reported that they learned much from
anti-PX protests in other cities as soon as they searched keywords such as
“PX” using search engines such as Baidu. They then exchanged that
information within their mobile social networks, reading and learning
from these past experiences. While the protest in Xiamen remained “the
most renowned anti-PX protest,” according to a 27-year-old mobile
phone salesperson from the Chengdu case, it was through the mobiles
phone that people could easily and quickly retrieve news, photos, and
videos about later protests in other cities, fromweb pages, microblogging,
blogs, and online forums, despite government attempts at censorship.

To sum up, people treat—and hence rely on—their mobile phones as
the only availablemeans for articulating resources against the authorities.
Mobile communications subsequently function as a crucial channel for
the diffusion of protest information, which includes alternative informa-
tion about contested issues, mobilising messages, and past coverage and
experiences of protests. Such information substantially shapes people’s
perceptions about what protest actions are possible, and helps people
develop their own protest repertoires, thus laying the foundation for
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further contention. Yet, it is important to note a diversification of mobile
phone uses as a repertoire of contention. To understand the reason
behind such phenomena, we turn to an examination of people’s routine
practices with respect to the mobile phone.

Habitus,Affordances, andLearning:WhyCertainFunctionsButNotOthers

At the beginning of this study we asked why Egyptian protesters chose
Facebook and Twitter while, in contrast, Hongkongers drew their
strength from Whatsapp. Similarly, why did people in the anti-PX cases
take advantage of multiple functions of their mobile phones, starting with
text messaging, photo-taking (during protests), WeChat and QQ to doc-
ument and facilitate protests,while taxi drivers in different cities primarily
relied only on voice calls during their strikes? In otherwords,why do some
people adopt certain functions of the mobile phone but not others as part
of their contentious repertoire? This question will be explored in this
section, in two parts: (a) affordance, observed through habitus [Crossley
2002b: 57], shapes repertoire choice (i.e., RQ2), and (b) learning through
contentious movement activities modularises and legitimises repertoire
selection, consequently turning earlier protest experience into a tacit
knowledge of the contentious repertoire (i.e., RQ3).

Habitus, Affordance, and Formation of the Contentious Repertoire

As discussed above, protesters’ contentious repertoires grow out of
their habitus or, more precisely, routine practices with ICT(s) that
exemplify the affordances, i.e., the relational understanding of specific
communication technologies to certain agents against a particular con-
text. An interrogation of habitus related to mobile phone use hence
reveals the general affordance of mobile phones to participants in all
cases, but it also demonstrates distinct types of affordances among dif-
ferent groups.

Generally speaking, the roots of mobile phone use as a readily avail-
able protest repertoire are to be found, first of all, in the widespread
availability of mobile phones as a simple yet substantial necessity for
everyday life. The affordance of availability [also see Schrock 2015:
1236-1237] indicates that both the artefact, i.e. the mobile phone, and
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its user, are an always-on resource. Notably, all interviewees shared
more or less the same understanding of the mobile phone: “whatever
happens, the very first thing [we do] is to check the mobile phone…
[in order] to ask [relatives, friends, etc.] and to inform others [in our
social networks]” (personal communication with a 36-year-old accoun-
tant, July 5, 2013). Availability establishes a taken-for-granted percep-
tion of the individual’s connections via mobile communication in
everyday life [Ling 2013]. In other words, people have become used
to connecting and being connected, communicating and being commu-
nicated with, activating and being activated through their mobile
phones, anytime and anywhere.

Availability also entails the easy-to-use features of mobile technology
that allow people to engage with their social networks limited effort. A
23-year-old graduate from theKunming case said that she had forwarded
a message via WeChat to her entire class and to her relatives, a total of
75 people, by “[…] just twiddling the thumb” (personal communication,
June 2, 2013). In the Xiamen case, the peak of the anti-PX movement
occurred as “millions of Xiamen residents frenziedly forward[ed] the
same [mobilising] text message around their mobile phones” [Lan and
Zhang 2007], urging each other to join a street protest opposing the
government’s PX project. Easy-to-use mobile devices with inexpensive
(or “zero-cost”) telecommunication fees became the key facilitator—be it
through text messaging, mobile-based QQ, or WeChat—in diffusing
mobilising calls to as many people as possible.

Moreover, due to the unavailability, or lack of institutional support
and resources for political contention within China’s unique institu-
tional context and authoritarian control, people were used to the
limited available resources—in this case, their mobile phones, a
means of habitual communication—for receiving and circulating
alternative or contested information against the authorities. Avail-
ability therefore institutes the adoption of mobile phones, a quotid-
ian, habituated tool, for the “improvisation” [Tilly 1986: 390] of
political activism.

It is nevertheless not the mobile phone in a general and abstract
sense, but rather its specific functions that help build the contentious
repertoires of divergent populations in different contexts. A close
observation of variations in repertoires in different cases (Table 3)
reveals that, even though mobile technology per se is the same, given
its distinctive affordances to disparate social groups that can be
detected through the habitus of agents, protest repertoires differ sig-
nificantly case by case.
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Affordances of Immediacy and Emotional Embeddedness
in the Taxi Driver Strikes

For taxi drivers, the mobile phone affords the voice call as the most
convenient way of talking to each other and keeping in contact with their
social networks in daily life. This is especially true given the danger or
impracticality of the driving-while-reading—let alone texting—practice.
These interviewees rarely mention functions other than voice calls in
their work routine. Calling and chatting on mobile phones consequently
came to be the habitus of taxi drivers.

In practice, voice calls involve affordances of immediacy and emotional
embeddedness that taxi drivers take advantage of during strikes. Immedi-
acy refers to synchronous or real-time interaction and feedback, which
brings instant confirmation of participation and hence improves the self-
perceived effectiveness of organising and mobilisation. Of particular
significance is that taxi drivers clearly recognised the difference between
voice calls and other functions like text messages, and regarded the
former as a more “effective means of mobilisation.”

Although a text message arrives at its destination almost instanta-
neously, this form of transferring information does not guarantee an
immediate response, which compromises the self-perceived effectiveness
of the intended mobilisation. That is to say, possibly delayed replies due
to the asynchronous interactions inherent in text-messaging dramatically
hinders participantmotivation due to the uncertainty engendered around
the effectiveness of themobilisation effort. As another interviewee noted,
“[…] without response from [the text message recipient], you have no
idea about whether the mobilisation message has been received, read, or

TABLE 3 .
Variations in contentious repertoire and their corresponding,

distinctive affordances.

The taxi drivers’ strikes
The anti-PX
protests

Repertoire
of
contention

Voice call Mass texting via SMS and
Multimedia Messaging
Service (MMS)

Mobile phone-
based network
mobilization

Affordances Immediacy Emotional embeddedness Visibility
Networking
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accepted… you have no idea who, or how many people, will join the
strike. How could you decide [to join the strike if you weren’t sure who
else would be joining]?” (personal communication with a 43-year-old
taxi driver, April 25, 2010).

The synchronous voice call, on the contrary, invites immediate inter-
action as soon as the connection is established, consequently creating “a
feeling of greater propinquity” [Walther 1992] with others. The instant
connection and conversation with the feeling of propinquity guarantees
the effectiveness of the transmission of the mobilising message, funda-
mentally lowering the uncertainty inherent in organising high-risk col-
lective resistance [McAdam 1986] under authoritarian regimes like that
of China. Immediate confirmation via phone call therefore encourages
more recruitment practices. As one striker recalls, “when I got my
friend’s confirmation, it made me confident [about the organisation of
the strike]… Right away, I made another call to invite one more friend”
(personal communication with a 36-year-old taxi driver, May 13, 2013).
In actuality, by establishing a connection quickly and efficiently, trans-
ferring mobilising messages via voice call results in a higher rate of
success for the mobilisation of collective action.

No less importantly, voice calls elicit the affordance of emotional
embeddedness—that is, the articulation and expression of people’s emo-
tions through vocal elements such as tone, pitch, and volume. These
elements easily generate a sense of cohesion and solidarity, and they invite
political engagement. One driver stated that, when drivers were calling
and speaking with each other regarding the strikes,

[…] you can feel the strong emotion and attitude from the other side [via a phone
call], including the grievance of unfair treatment by the police and the anger over
the government’s inaction. Such feelings resonate with your own experience…
[You know that] you are not alone… From the tone [of the conversation], you can
also recognise people’s willingness to engage in the strike. It really makes you feel
empowered for emotional togetherness [about the strike]” (personal communica-
tion with a 43-year-old taxi driver, April 25, 2010).

As the interviewee elaborates here, vocal communication expresses,
transfers, and articulates the communicator’s feelings and emotions
[Scherer, Johnstone, and Klasmeyer 2002]. While most forms of mobile
communication—such as text messages and email—have reduced social
interactions to the barebones transfer of textual elements, speaking
through the mobile phone establishes “live interactions with human
beings.” Emotion has long been recognised as a key driving force in
motivating passionate movement action [e.g., Aminzade and McAdam
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2002; Goodwin, Jasper, and Polletta 2009] and, for this reason,
promotes engagement in strikes.

While vocal interaction unfolds and evokes a large degree of emotion,
the articulation of emotions and feelings functions as an essential com-
ponent of collective mobilisation: it involves shared experiences of
empowerment and collective effervescence, which greatly affect the
transformation “[…] from framed emotion to action and from individual
to collective” [Flam and King 2005: 4-5]. Beyond passing on a call to
strike, the conversation via voice calls during the taxi strikes became a
method of emotional expression, accumulation, and mobilisation
through which the taxi drivers articulated their suppressed experiences
and were able to empathise with each other’s suffering, which together
helped form group cohesion. On top of that, through vocal conversations
taxi drivers recognised that, instead of being separate individuals, they
were “networked individuals” [Rainie and Wellman 2012] enjoying the
support of their fellows, friends, and social networks. This feeling of
solidarity and empowerment pushes an increasing number of people
toward mobilisation via mobile phones and makes them much more
likely to engage in protests.

Affordances of Visibility and Networking in the Anti-PX Protests

Distinguished from the cases of the taxi strikes, the anti-PX protests
exemplify a totally different picture of affordances. Here, most of the
protesters were reportedly middle class [see Zhu 2007], and were clearly
manoeuvring a more diversified range of functions of the mobile tech-
nologies, including mobile mass texting, photo-taking (during conten-
tion), andWeChat, etc. as part of their repertoires of contention. In other
words, diversified uses of the mobile phone as a part of the protest
repertoire in the anti-PX protests result from the different affordances
of mobile phones, embodied in these participants’ habitus, including
visibility and networking.

The affordance of visibility, or “whether a piece of information can be
located, as well as the relative ease with which it can be located” [Evans
et al. 2017: 42], contributes to the virality and therefore visibility of both
contested information about the PX project and later mobilising mes-
sages against the project. Leonardi [2014: 797] remarks that digital
communication technologies increase visibility “by loosening the
requirement to select a target audience through email carbon copy
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features or the instantmessaging forward feature. Instead, the sender can
create a public communication platform that can be accessed by team
members.” Protesters in the anti-PX cases clearly utilise this affordance
as part of their protest repertoire to either make calls for mobilisation or
share stories of protest from the past. This is done with greater visibility
by snowballing these politically sensitive messages via, for instance, a
group messaging function, as well as sharing their discontentment
toward the silence, false accusations, or censorship from official media.

The “affordance of networking” refers to the capacity of building and
maintaining social networks and activating (selected) contacts from these
networks. The interviewees concur that the mobile phone is a central
means for relationship maintenance and help-seeking in their everyday
lives. Consequently, the habituated practice of circulating messages
within one’s social networks to inform each other of relevant matters
and gather available network resources to help each other easily adapts
itself to political mobilisation in contention.

Given the observation here regarding distinctive affordances—and
subsequent protest repertoires—to different social groups in diverse
contexts, it becomes clear that affordance, as we emphasise, has a
decisive effect—in terms of both facilitation and constraint—on later
choice of repertoire. On the one hand, taxi drivers hardly ever consider
using their phones to mobilise support for protests by using the text
messaging function. As voice calls occupy an inseparable place in their
working life, it is not surprising that they would pick up their mobile
phones and use calls for the purposes of organising andmobilisation. On
the other hand, residents in a series of cities who were protesting against
the PX project prioritised SMS or WeChat group messaging, as these
functions allowed for amass distribution of relevant information within
their networks to quickly muster support, as was the case for these
people in their daily lives.

Furthermore, it is the process of repertoire selection that constructs
and consolidates the identity of a contentious population in its collective
struggles against a suppressive regime. In other words, to employ text
messaging or voice calls within one’s contentious repertoire goes beyond
an improvised act. Rather, as Tilly [1995: 30] notes, it is a clustered
action that connects sets of individuals. To choose certain aspects of a
protest repertoire but not others tends to convey a sense of togetherness
in contention. Repertoire choice in this sense reduces heterogeneity
within the protest population with respect to factors such as age, career,
gender, job, etc. By the very adoption of the same repertoire, people with
different backgrounds come together as a collective, consistently with
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certain functions of their mobile phones as part of their protest repertoire
against the authorities.

To summarise, a relevant, yet less-commonly addressed issue comes
to light in the discussion of the use of mobile phones as part of a
contentious repertoire: the affordances of the very same technology
(i.e., mobile phones) varies significantly among different social groups
in different contexts, which entails the habitus of mobile phone uses that
fundamentally determines (but also inhibits) repertoire choice. Aswe can
see from the cases here, the political use of mobile phones among those
with the same group label (for example, “Chinese people”) is indeed not
homogeneous. Rather, it is a heterogeneous collection that embodies
distinctive affordances of mobile phones among different groups. When
people do not have sufficient experience or knowledge of contention, they
simply “improvise” [Tilly1986:390] out of their habitus in usingmobile
technology.Habitus embodies specific affordances, and these affordances
further facilitate and constrain repertoire choice and actual use of mobile
phones. A nuanced view that integrates the consideration of affordance—
and further repertoires of contention—hence avoids an oversimplified
and homogenised understanding of communication technologies.

Learning through Political Contention: Modularity
and Legitimation of Repertoire

If people’s routine practices with respect to to the mobile phone
establish the foundation of certain mobile uses as contentious repertoire,
then, learning through earlier contentious activities modularises and
legitimises repertoire selection. In other words, learning from earlier
experiences, especially regarding mobile phone uses as contentious rep-
ertoire, exerts a decisive influence on people’s perceptions, and thereby
on uses of the mobile phone as a means of protest in later contention.

The learning process may take different forms, among which the
diffusion of contention performs a crucial role in facilitating the pro-
cess. Scholars in this field have delineated how diffusion of contention
operates as a key mechanism in disseminating, modularising, and
instituting certain contentious forms as aspects of protest repertoires
in society [e.g., Wada 2012; Traugott 1995b]. To be clear, learning via
the diffusion process would involve different actors, via different chan-
nels. Some recognise the relevance of organisations (e.g., social move-
ment organisations) or associational networks in the process of
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distributing information on contention in established networks of
communication as a precondition for learning [McAdam 1995: 232;
also see Haluza-DeLay 2008; Minkoff 1997]. Others advocate the
significance of mass media in the process of disseminating the news
about protests beyond immediate social settings for people to learn
from experiences elsewhere [Oliver and Myers 1999: 39; Myers
2000]. Essentially, the diffusion of contention and learning hereafter
encourage people to recognise and gain “modular repertoires” [Tarrow
1993: 284] that manifest in the capacity of forms of collective action to
be used in a variety of conflicts by a number of different social actors
and by coalitions of people against a variety of opponents [ibid.: 299].
As such, the spread, modularity, and learning of contentious activity
allow for the transferability of repertoires into different contexts [Wada
2012]. In this process, a stock of these inherited tactics or forms of
contentious actions that become habitual and that transfer across dif-
ferent contentious contexts consequently become “the permanent tools
of a society’s repertoires of contention” [Tarrow 1993: 284].

The cases we examine here epitomise the relevance of learning
through information on political contention, including those involving
mobile phones, which develops into “learned conventions of contention”
[Tarrow 2011: 29] in later struggles. In the repressive political environ-
ment inChina, participants in political contention face great political risk
and can encounter harsh political suppression by the authorities [e.g.,
O’Brien 2009; King, Pan and Roberts 2013]. Against this backdrop, the
mere diffusion of contentious information, or the availability of the
mobile phone with various affordances is not sufficient to inspire political
action. Instead, protesters exploit official ideologies and tacit consent
through, for instance, “[…] the innovative use of laws, policies, and other
officially promoted values” [O’Brien 1996: 32] to legitimate their resis-
tance and protests [see also O’Brien and Li, 2006]. A fact that emerges
and should not be ignored among the cases is that it is indeed the learning
of protest information fromofficial, mass communication that legitimises
the contention, establishes mobile technologies as important parts of the
contentious repertoire, and encourages the emergence of assimilation in
the long run.

In his study of rural contention, O’Brien noted that increased media
penetration encouraged villagers to be “more knowledgeable about resis-
tance routines devised elsewhere” [1996: 41]. A similar situation
occurred in the cases we have presented here. Apart from the knowledge
of protests elsewhere, the news coverage of contentions implies that
previously politically sensitive issues were no longer a political taboo.
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To the general public, the coverage thus denotes that these issues are all
but “tolerated” [Tarrow 2011: 30] by the ruling regime. In other words,
the protests were recognised as “a form of officially legitimate public
action” [Thireau and Linshan 2003: 87] among the general public, as
soon as they have been publicly covered by official media [see Oliver and
Myers 1999: 44-45]. This is especially so when the coverage comes from
a national-scale news agency (e.g.,China Newsweek). Beyond the control
of the local authorities but considered as “an extension of state power”
[Shi and Cai 2006: 329], it significantly persuaded locals that their
protest against the local authorities had been tolerated and accepted with
the collusion of the central authority, thereby establishing opportunities
for later contention. In short, the interpretation of traditional media’s
coverage increases the influence of contention by legitimising the protests
as a kind of “partially sanctioned resistance” [O’Brien 1996: 33], and by
consequently encouraging widespread duplication.

Reports on protests in mass communication do not merely legitimate
earlier acts of contention. Rather, people read and learn details about the
use of mobile technologies, among other digital communication technol-
ogies, in protests that receive news coverage. That subsequently leads to
the use of mobile phones as an essential element of the contentious
repertoire and further encourages imitation by late-comers.

Interviewees from several cases referred to a report they read inChina
Newsweek. They clearly recalled that the report, entitled “The Power of
Mobile Messaging” [Xie and Zhao 2007], detailed how residents used
mobile messaging to organise demonstrations as a unique and successful
aspect of the protest [The Center for Public Opinion Monitor 2014]. In
other words, the report not only describes the political influence of
mobile texts; it also leaves the impression that protests and the adoption
of mobile phones are bound together. People consequently treated such
reports as a signal from the authorities providing tacit consent to use
mobile messaging for the successful organisation of protests. This dis-
semination and interpretation of information generates a demonstrative
effect by describing key tactics and serving as a slogan—i.e., the power of
mobile messaging—to encourage people to learn and adopt their mobile
media for protests. Similarly, in later coverage of the anti-PX protests,
mass media reported the use of various digital media in citizens’ protest
repertoires, which consequently becomes the main driving force that
inspired and encouraged people to “replicate” the successful example
of the past by employing their available digital media for protest.

In this way, the learning of contention plays a key role in lending
impetus to the knowledge of mobile phone use as part of a repertoire of
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contention by establishing, modularising, and facilitating patterns of
mobile-mediated contentious behaviours that “[…] can be learned,
adapted, routinized, and diffused from one group, one locale, or one
moment to another.” [Traugott 1995a: 7]. As we can see in later
contentious activities undertaken elsewhere, the anti-PX protest has
consequently become a typical, successful model that crystallises and
acclaimsmobile-mediated political activism in the process of struggling
against authority and finally forcing it to change its policies. In a long-
term perspective, the coverage and diffusion of contentious activities
allows people to easily adopt modes of contention by learning from, and
duplicating, the past, engendering “the gradual transformation of
knowledge into knowing” [Le Cornu 2005: 175], facilitating its trans-
ferability into other cases, and cultivating the popular perception and
habitus of mobile technology, or its specific function, as a repertoire of
contention in society.

To summarise, the learning of protest-related information through
the diffusion of contention coincides with those sent via mobile commu-
nication during protest events. Even though the media coverage did not
announce that the protests were legal, the reports were considered to be
tantamount to a removal of the censorship over contested issues and as a
go-ahead signal for the implementation of protest activity. Similarly, the
way these reports covered the contention played a fundamental role in
shaping people’s attitudes and actions. The interpretation of the coverage
on the use of mobile technologies in particular encouraged people to
adopting “the successful models” of the past by using their mobile
devices for collective action. This consequently drove and sustained
the use of mobile technology within various repertoires of contention.

Conclusion: The Social Construction of Mobile Tech
as a Repertoire of Contention

This study begins by advocating the relevance of the link between
affordances and the development of repertoires of contention in filling a
gap in our understanding of the role of ICTs in political contention.
Since the development of repertoires of contention involves specifically
what people know how to do during protests [Tarrow 2011: 39], a narrow
focus on the use of ICTs alone limits a relational understanding of
agency, technology, and context. As the cases in contemporary China
illustrate, repertoire choice derives both from habitus of media use that
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manifests particular affordances, and from the learned experience of the
contestedmeans of the past. Variations in repertoires occur largely due to
distinctive affordances. A nuanced investigation of affordance and its
connection to contentious repertoires hence sheds significant light on
similarities and differences regarding the perception of mobile phones as
part of a contentious repertoire among different social groups in different
contexts. It advances the field and calls for further consideration in terms
of the following three aspects.

First, given distinct affordances, themeaning of communication tech-
nology is hardly univocal and universal, but rather varies significantly
according to various agents in different contexts. As a result, instead of
assuming that there is a single logic by which protesters use ICTs in
movements, focusing on discrete instances of political activism and ICT
use forces us to face the possibility that there may be as many different
understandings of affordances as there are distinct ways of using digital
communication technologies in the protest repertoires for contentious
collective action. In this way, both affordance and repertoires of conten-
tion have an advantage in distinguishing fine-grained yet essential
nuances in respect of their relational nature. A comparative agenda
beyond the specific case of China, for instance, will further advance such
understanding within different national contexts.

Second, an understanding of the development of the contentious
repertoire requires an extension in order to capture, reflect, and assess
the political ferment in and around the routine—or habitual––use of
digital communication technologies in this study in everyday lives.
Habitus, in this case, offers an analytical approach for investigating the
political relevance of the mundane in structuring and underpinning
specific contentious moments.

Third, an investigation of both of what people do and do not do with
communication technology is of relevance in demonstrating the specific
dynamics behind repertoire selection and constraint. That is to say, the
reasoning behind protesters’ decisions to not take up certain activities
within the protest repertoire is equally as important as their decisions
regarding the adoption of specific activities.

To conclude, by explicating the link between affordance and conten-
tious repertoire with cases from China, this study advances three prop-
ositions that contributed to a rigorous understanding of ICTs in political
contention. First, the uses of ICTs in political contention are too often
either taken-for-granted or presumed to be something that can be extrap-
olated from the functionalities of technology, despite the fact that those
uses are far more contingent and deliberate in actuality. The scrutiny of
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ICT uses hence should not be reduced to bundles of technical properties
and functionalities that are indifferent to people or contexts [e.-
g., Enjolras, Steen-Johnsen, and Wollebæk 2013; Christensen 2011;
Kaun and Stiernstedt 2014; Ogan and Varol 2016; Selander and
Jarvenpaa 2016: 333]. Second, as the use of ICTs in political activism
rests on context-specific interpretive practices, the explanations of use
beg the questions of affordance and repertoire of contention “for
whom” and “how” in the first place. In other words, we need to ask
how, and for whom, different “affordances” are transformed into a
“repertoire of contention” in particular contentious settings. Third,
Bourdieu’s concept of habitus reminds us of the need to contextualise
the use of ICTs in political contention within the structure of everyday
life, as everyday uses of ICTs establish, prefigure, and constrain the
means of contention by which people engage in contentious actions. As
Melucci suggests, the “phenomenology of everyday life becomes
increasingly important as a research tool in connecting the macro level
of collective action to the individual experience in the minute textures
of day-to-day practices” [Melucci and Lyyra 1998: 221]. Exploring
the use of ICTs through the prism of habitus subsequently uncovers
the essence of how everyday practice underpins specific appropriation
of technology in contentious moments.
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Résumé
Cette étude propose un cadre théorique orig-
inal pour comprendre le déploiement des
Technologies de l’Information et de la Com-
munication (TIC) en situation de contestation
politique. Elle affirme que nous ne devrions
pas nous contenter d’examiner l’usage con-
testataire des TIC, car les technologies ne sont
pas « nées » pour être utilisées dans et pour
l’activisme politique. Au contraire, les gens se
les approprient et les utilisent – certaines mais
pas d’autres –, à de telles fins dans des con-
textes spécifiques. Cette étude propose une
compréhension relationnelle des utilisations
contestataires des TIC, en tenant compte des
aspects techniques, de la socialité, de leur
transformation et actualisation mutuelle. Elle
suggère que l’enquête doit concevoir les tech-
nologies de la communication comme un rép-
ertoire de contestation à partir des affordances
qui structurent les possibilités d’usage de la
technologie. L’article applique ce cadre théo-
rique sur les cas de protestations en Chine
continentale. À partir d’un travail de terrain
et des entretiens approfondis, cette étude
montre que le fait de concevoir les téléphones
portables comme répertoire de protestation
découle tant de l’habitus d’un groupe social
donné qui manifeste des affordances particu-
lières, que de l’expérience acquise des moyens
de communication de masse officielle. Il con-
clut que ce que les gens font et ne font pas avec
les TIC dans la contestation politique est for-
tement influencé par les affordances et l’habi-
tus, révélant ainsi la dynamique derrière la
sélection et la contrainte du répertoire.

Mots-clés : Affordance ; Contestation poli-
tique ; Habitus ; Répertoire de contestation ;
Technologie de l’Information et de la Com-
munication.

Zusammenfassung
Ein origineller theoretischer Rahmen liegt die-
ser Studie zugrunde,mit demZiel, denEinsatz
von Informations- undKommunikationstech-
nologien (IKT) in politischen Konfliktsitua-
tionen zu analysieren. Ausgangspunkt ist die
Feststellung, dass wir nicht einfach nur den
IKT-Einsatz in Auseinandersetzungen unter-
suchen sollten, da Technologien nicht „gebo-
ren“ werden, um im und für politischen
Aktivismus genutzt zu werden. Vielmehr
machen die Menschen sie sich zu eigen und
verwenden sie – einige, aber nicht andere –
für solche Zwecke in besonderen Situationen.
Diese Untersuchung legt ein relationales Ver-
stehen der konkurrierenden Anwendungen
von IKT nahe, wobei technische Aspekte,
Sozialität und ihre gegenseitige Umwandlung
und Aktualisierung berücksichtigt werden. Sie
suggeriert, dass eine Studie der Kommunika-
tionstechnologien als ein Streitigkeitsreper-
toire verstanden werden sollte, welches die
technologische Nutzung klassifizieren hilft.
Dieser theoretische Rahmen wird auf Protest-
bewegungendes chinesischenFestlandes ange-
wandt. Feldforschung und Tiefeninterviews
zeigen, dass die Handybenutzung (gewisse
Funktionen) als Protestrepertoire sowohl dem
Habitus einer bestimmten sozialenGruppe, als
auch aus der gelernten Erfahrung politischen
Protests durch offizielle Massenmedien
entspringt. Schlussfolgernd kann festgestellt
werden, dass der Rückgriff auf IKT in Kon-
fliktsituationen stark von der Erschwinglich-
keit und dem Habitus abhängig sind, die
Auswahl undGrenzen des Repertoires charak-
terisieren.

Schlüsselwörter: Affordance; politischer Pro-
test; Habitus; Protestrepertoire; Informa-
tions- und Kommunikationstechnologien.
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