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SHORT ARTICLE

Multimodal approaches to the reconstruction of street protest 
events using publicly available information: methodological 
issues
Anna Radiukiewicza, Joshua Dubrow a and Alan Żukowskia,b

aInstitute of Philosophy and Sociology, Polish Academy of Sciences, Warsaw, Poland; bFaculty of Law, University of 
Wrocław, Wroclaw, Poland

ABSTRACT
Multimodal reconstruction of street protest events combines news media 
and social movement organization (SMO) texts with audio-visual (A/V) 
sources and is an opportunity to conduct and enhance analyses of protest. 
However, there are fundamental issues that the nascent literature on this 
topic has not adequately considered. These issues include the various 
forms of bias from the sources of A/V materials and the ethical issues of 
both incorporating public surveillance technologies and archiving the 
data. We discuss biases from media, SMOs, and researchers, and the 
ethical issues of creating a sophisticated research panopticon to holisti
cally collect and monitor protests past and present, and in archiving such 
potentially intrusive data.
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To study past street protest events, social scientists can reconstruct them through a variety of data. 
To reconstruct a street protest event, information on the event’s time, place, actors, demands, 
actions, and interactions is required. This can be attempted with protest event surveys, in-depth 
interviews with protesters, and participant observation, among other methods. However, if one 
wants to reconstruct many past street protests, text from media or movement protesters’ websites 
are major data sources (Dollbaum, 2021; Murdie & Bhasin, 2011). In the last two decades, 
innovations such as the internet, smartphones, and related technologies have proven ideal for 
public surveillance of street protests, and, concomitantly, news media organizations, social scien
tists, and governments have eagerly used these them to capture audio and visual information for 
analysis (Rigney & Smits, 2023; Wilson & Serisier, 2010). Modern social movements increasingly 
prioritize such aural and visual representations; they use the internet for transnational commu
nication and visual tools as a means to mobilize, establish a shared language, express a collective 
identity, and construct memorable brands to entice the public (Doerr & Teune, 2008).

Sociologists and political scientists, among others, have begun to combine text with publicly 
available audio-visual sources (A/V) for the multimodal reconstruction and analysis of street 
protest events (Day et al., 2019; Steinert-Threlkeld, 2019; Way, 2020; Ngwenya et al., 2022; see 
also Erickson, 2011). In this approach, protests are forms of multimodal communication via text, 
audio, and visual materialities (Santiago de Roock, 2020; Kress & Bezemer, 2023).

The nascent methodological literature in sociology and political science on how scholars can add 
A/V to text in a multimodal approach to reconstruct street protest events has various shortcomings. 
Most such articles on protesters’ and movements’ use of A/V tend to be descriptive with thematic 
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analysis (e.g. Brown et al., 2017; Liinason, 2023). Some are broadly supportive of the general uses of 
A/V (Mattoni & Teune, 2014). There are a few helpful guides, but they focus narrowly, e.g. how to 
interpret protest banners and photos (Philipps, 2012), and how to use videos to observe situational 
dynamics during protest events (Nassauer & Legewie, 2019). Few consider the multiple bias 
problems that multimodality presents. Fewer still raise ethical issues in collecting and archiving 
A/V and text data together (Richardson, 2020).

We raise these practical and ethical issues in the use of publicly available information, via 
a multimodal approach, for the reconstruction of street protest events. Multimodality has a cost 
in terms of bias and ethical dilemmas in archiving A/V sources (Richardson, 2020). Thus, we also 
discuss the bias of media, organizers, and researchers, and the ethics of collecting and archiving 
multimodal – combined text and A/V – materials. We raise the issue that there are ethical problems 
in archiving reconstructed protests from multimodal data with regard to the European Union’s 
‘right to be forgotten’, especially within democratically backsliding nations.

Multimodal analysis of street protests

In multimodal approaches, scholars combine diverse types of data sources to gain a more compre
hensive and nuanced understanding of the event of interest. These data may be publicly available, 
and such data can originate from mainstream or alternative news articles, as well as statements from 
social movement organizations (SMOs).

In addition to text, media outlets and protest participants often provide pictures of some kind, 
and photographs of people, banners, and placards are a visual snapshot of protest moments. The 
‘visual’ aspects directly depict what protesters created and carried to the protest (Philipps, 2012). 
They provide a glimpse into the materiality of the events, including objects, as well as bodies and 
a setting of the assembly. Photos and videos also capture the dynamics of events, e.g. the movement 
of crowds; interactions between protestors, authorities, and the physical environment; the progres
sion of the protest; and any sequences that might not be evident in still images.

The audio track, as well as other sound recordings from the protests, give researchers access to 
another aspect of materiality. ‘Audio’ captures the sounds of events, e.g. speeches, vuvuzelas, and 
chants, in what can be called a rhythmic code of communication. Delving into the sonic realm of 
protests involves an examination of the role of protest songs, the widespread distribution of protest 
sounds through online and social platforms, the creation of new musical adaptations inspired by 
these sounds, and even the development of entire soundtracks and playlists (Angkasa, 2023; Stanisz,  
2018). The digital collection of these non-textual aspects allows researchers to trace the overall 
material aesthetics of protest (Brown et al., 2017).

The strength of a multimodal approach lies in its capacity to furnish a more precise and 
comprehensive understanding of events, thereby potentially reducing biases or constraints that 
arise from a reliance on singular data sources. The multimodal approach can be a form of 
triangulation and verification, e.g. whether the A/V materials are what the media or SMO text 
described in terms of place and main participants. In the process of fact-checking, A/V could also 
add new knowledge about the protest.

The bias of media, organizers, and researchers

Biases in both data collection and analysis in protest reconstruction impact qualitative and 
quantitative research in many disciplines, e.g. sociology, political science, ethnography, and 
geography. For sociologists and political scientists, especially in Protest Event Analysis 
(PEA), newspaper media is a primary source for protest reconstruction and analyses; as 
such, media bias has long been a prominent concern. Sources of potential error encompass 
selectivity bias, description bias, and systemic bias (Earl et al., 2004). Selectivity bias 
questions whether certain protests are more likely to receive media coverage than others 
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and is influenced by factors such as the perceived newsworthiness of events, presence of 
violence, counter-demonstrators, protest size, symbolic actions, and temporal proximity to 
larger events (Hellmeier et al., 2018; Wouters, 2013). Description bias concerns the fre
quency and accuracy of information provided by the media, including instances where 
insufficient detail is provided (Earl et al., 2004). Systemic bias concerns whether the 
media exhibits biases related to time, geography, and other factors in their selection and 
description of events. Scholars have observed differences in protest coverage between local 
and national press outlets, as well as between liberal/leftist and conservative media (Rucht 
& Neidhardt, 1998).

Although SMOs and other protest organizers also supply text and A/V materials for social 
media, mainstream, and alternative press, scholars rarely discuss their biases. One form is selection 
bias, where SMOs may emphasize certain protest aspects, such as large turnouts or peaceful 
conduct, while potentially overlooking conflicting incidents or divergent perspectives. Engaged in 
framing strategies, SMOs, akin to the media, may use emotionally charged language and imagery to 
elicit specific resonant responses, such as solidarity or outrage (Benford & Snow, 2000). Narrative 
bias emerges through selective sourcing and a focus on testimonials that align with the organiza
tion’s narrative, which may under-represent alternative voices in the crowd with differing imagina
tions regarding the protest’s causes, demands, and aesthetics (Ślosarski, 2021). Response bias may 
appear in disseminated documents, as SMOs may emphasize feedback from ardent supporters that 
would overshadow critical or diverse viewpoints. Through collaboration with or creation of 
alternative media, SMOs may portray protests positively to counteract the stigmatizing ‘protest 
paradigm’ (Xu, 2022).

We, the researchers, also have our biases (Nassauer & Legewie, 2019, Theodossopoulos, 2014). 
Our status as scientific observers places us in a privileged position where we can view the protests 
from afar, and select and monitor what we want. We may fail to see our own preconceptions and 
established patterns of thinking and thus allow ourselves to be seduced by ‘attractive’ data and 
overlook what is ‘boring’ or ‘obvious’ (Miles & Huberman, 1984).

Bias in media reporting, by the protest organizers, and in the researchers’ own perspectives, 
present a significant challenge to accurately reconstruct past street protest events. Relying solely on 
either text or A/V content will not solve the bias problem. Whereas A/V materials offer unique 
perspectives that augment our understanding of protest events, there are inherent limits: some are 
intentionally employed to evoke emotional responses, and the capability to falsely manipulate high- 
resolution sound and images via Artificial Intelligence (AI) and other technological means is 
a daunting challenge. Researchers should acknowledge that A/V representations are the result of 
iterative modifications, embedded conventions, and technological advancements, and thus recog
nize them as arenas in which power dynamics make some phenomena more visible and others less 
(Zuev & Bratchford, 2020). It is important to recognize biases and make them explicit, even if we 
cannot, at present, eliminate them.

Ethics, archiving, and the right to be forgotten

As in the case of textual data, collecting, analyzing, and archiving protest images, videos, and audio 
raise important ethical questions in their preservation (Richardson, 2020). A key issue is the 
protestors’ ‘right to be forgotten’ and the potential harm to researchers, journalists, and other 
interested actors that make protest data public, especially for those fearing state reprisals. The 
potential for harm can come from authoritarian or liberal democratic governments. Even when 
researchers use A/V as secondary data and combine, catalog, and merge them with other data, and 
thus make these data publicly available in their new form, there are ethical issues in data preserva
tion and dissemination. Various entities process identical or similar data (about the same protest 
event) for diverse purposes, which complicates the effective exercise of the ‘right to be forgotten’ by 
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individual protesters. And yet, a paramount concern is to respect protester anonymity, privacy, and 
informed consent (Traianou & Hammersley, 2021).

In legal terms,1 the ‘right to be forgotten’ is designed to protect those who request that 
personal data which reveals political opinions, philosophical beliefs, or organizational 
affiliations (Article 9 of the GDPR) be erased from a specific dataset (Article 17 of the 
GDPR). However, this right can conflict with freedom of expression and access to informa
tion (Article 10 of ECHR). Such tension could be reviewed by the court in specific cases 
with particular regard to the right to privacy (Article 8 of ECHR). Some may argue that 
data from protest events may expose violence or misconduct by protesters, law enforcement, 
or others, providing evidence for prosecutors. In cases involving data with clear scientific 
importance, arguments for public interest, academic research, and knowledge advancement 
may carry more legal weight than an individual’s right to be forgotten (recitals 156–157 
GDPR).

If social scientists wish to accurately reconstruct protest events, there must be a data collection 
plan that is feasible with regard to time, personnel, and funding; and, of course, it must be ethical. In 
essence, a truly holistic process of protest event reconstruction could be tantamount to a ‘research 
Panopticon’ that would challenge ethical norms of anonymity, privacy, and informed consent of 
protesters. The ethical objections stem from the legal issues raised above and from the moral idea 
behind the ‘right to be forgotten’: protest participants did not have the opportunity to consent to the 
use of their captured materiality, even when it was the media or SMOs that captured it (see also 
Traianou & Hammersley, 2021).

Preserving the right to privacy and anonymity when using A/V, particularly during the creation 
and archiving of datasets, is important (Richards, 2012). Tools exist to obscure faces and make 
individual identification from video difficult, but rogue actors may eventually be able to defeat these 
protections (Aronson et al., 2018); at the same time, there are advancements in the collection of 
multimodal data (O’Halloran et al., 2021) and the classification of protest images using sophisti
cated computational techniques (Steinert-Threlkeld et al., 2022) that also push against ethical 
boundaries.

To drive this point home, consider a dystopian yet logical vision of the future: If we heed the 
lessons of the last decade, social scientists can no longer assume that democracy will endure. The 
government, which paid for that data through grants to academic researchers, may not be 
a democracy (e.g. Russia), or may be backsliding (e.g. Hungary), or at threat of backsliding (e.g. 
the United States). Social scientists working in democratic countries risk building a protest event 
dataset for a future authoritarian government.

Yet, these data help us to understand the very democracy that is under threat. Our obligation as 
scientists is to report, raise questions, and address the ethical issues and implications of multimodal 
protest research that uses publicly available data.

Note

1. We discuss the European Union’s data protection framework, grounded in the Regulation 2016/679 of the 
European Parliament and of the Council of 27 April 2016 on the protection of natural persons with regard to 
the processing of personal data and on the free movement of such data (GDPR) [2016] OJ L 119/1, and 
European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (ECHR), Rome 
(Italy), 4 November 1950, in force 3 September 1953, available at: https://www.echr.coe.int/documents/d/ 
echr/Convention_ENG.
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