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ABSTRACT
The Eastside Cafe ECHOSPACE has a long history of working towards decolonization
and an autonomous future. In that pursuit, they have found social media to be a great tool to
facilitate community organizing. However, they have been censored and subject to invisibility
online. In this thesis, I examine how members of the Eastside conceptualize their relationship to
social media and how they combat censorship and algorithmic invisibility. I argue that their
resistance to algorithmic oppression is a continuation of decolonizing and working towards an

autonomous future for El Sereno.
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INTRODUCTION

This thesis is a story of resistance, community care and navigating spaces using social
media. The story is set in El Sereno, a predominately Latinx barrio in Los Angeles, California. My
barrio is incredibly beautiful in so many ways, but suffers from over-policing, under-resourcing
and corruption—all symptoms of racial capitalism. Enclosed is a snapshot of the Eastside Cafe
ECHOSPACE and the collectives that make it up, situated physically on the east-most part of El
Sereno. The Eastside is known a site of critical discussion, dialogue and of community organizing.
Across the street is the El Sereno Community Garden, which shares some history, members and
usage. I’ve shared in the visions they have, and contributed myself to their actions, events and
space.

As the world shifts online, social media is becoming increasingly popular. This shift
motivates my thoughts and questions entering this research. Specifically, I ask how is social media
and its algorithms affecting community organizing in El Sereno? To answer this question, I
researched primarily with the Eastside Cafe using participant observation, which I also adapted to
social media. The collectives of the Eastside have a strong online presence, which I argue, turns to
real support. In the following sections, I will properly situate this question in the context of El
Sereno and attempt answering it with the knowledge imparted with me. Realistically, the members
of the Eastside produced nearly all of the theory and knowledge enclosed. They are artists, dancers,
theorizers and teachers, and they made this possible.

In exploring social media, we must begin with understanding the major platforms that
people use. In this thesis, Instagram and Facebook were used most frequently by research
participants, and by billions of people globally. This research begins while Meta (owner of

Instagram and Facebook) explicitly censored the term “eastside,” which included the Eastside



Cafe. This is not the first or last time Meta explicitly censored content. Although it was eventually
removed, this was discussed with members of the collectives at depth. They also discuss
algorithmic invisibility and other limitations that Meta imposed on them. This makes evident a
relationship between the Eastside and Meta, which I explore in ‘Imposed Rules and Regulations.’
I examine how members of the Eastside theorize about the censorship and algorithmic invisibility,
and how they fight against it. As the Eastside is set in fighting forms of oppression, these topics
were especially relevant and conceptualized as another form of oppression.

I argue that members of the Eastside Cafe are fighting what I call ‘algorithmic oppression.’
Additionally, I argue that fighting this ‘algorithmic oppression’ is furthering their missions of
decolonization and autonomy. This is supported through what they use social media for and how
they use it, which I examine thoroughly. I draw upon social technology studies to frame this
resistance, which research participants helped develop.

Enclosed in this thesis are the stories of people practicing love and care for their
community, as they are adapting to ever-shifting social media platforms that are explicitly
adversarial. This thesis serves as a snapshot in time: their activities are continuing and evolving,
as are their social media practices. In the future, the Eastside has many plans for collective and
community care, and I hope that this opens dialogues more broadly about the impacts of social

technologies on communities.



RESEARCH AS A HOPEFUL AND COLLABORATIVE PROCESS

Conducting research with collectives that are explicitly for decolonization and autonomy
means researchers should not employ practices that have historically been used against oppressed
peoples and communities of color (Rosaldo 1993; Smith 1999). In the discipline of Ethnic Studies,
this is a commonly held belief and is taught explicitly in our coursework. In addition to employing
ethical and respectful methodologies, disclosing one’s position and context as a researcher is an
important part of the research process. Although that position may come with certain perspectives,
it does not negate the research process and results. In fact, it often strengthens the research process
through demonstrated consideration, shared knowledge and collaborative processes. This research
should primarily be for the communities and people that are the subjects, so their inclusion in the
process is necessary (McDougal I11 2017). In doing so, it also affirms that their epistemologies are
valid and valuable. The actual methodologies used are broadly described as participant observation
on social media and in person, and were subject to input from the participants, in alignment with
my intentions. Included in the methodologies was the concept of a social media ethnography,
participant observation and casual discussions, among others. Throughout my time with the
communities, I incorporated their input and suggestions.

Crucial to the research process is acknowledging the researcher’s position and context,
both to research participants and to the audience. Historically, research has been extractive from
communities by outsiders (Rosaldo 1993; Smith 1999). Although traditional social sciences held
an ‘objective’ view as the proper form of research, the disciplines of Ethnic Studies and Latinx
Studies are arguing against this viewpoint (Rosaldo 1993; McDougal I11 2017). Not only is having
a connection to research participants and communities a valid perspective, it can also provide a

fuller understanding of the topics and participants.



I enter this research as a lifetime resident of El Sereno, with two previous generations of
my family also having lived a majority or all of their lives in El Sereno. My family and neighbors
have been and are involved in politics with El Sereno, at the city and local level. I attended El
Sereno elementary schools but attended middle and high school in the neighboring city of South
Pasadena. As a resident, I also have a stake in the future of El Sereno. Candidly, I have hopes and
dreams for my barrio—as do all the participants in this research. It is with this intention that I enter
this research. Although my viewpoint is not objective and unbiased, it allows me to engage in
discussions about the future of El Sereno more broadly. When research participants speak of
gentrification and displacement—for example, I already have previous knowledge and have
already seen the effects of it around me. My history and context allow me to navigate and enter
these spaces and understand these references without necessarily needing to find a source: I need
only look to my life experiences. To be sure, that does not absolve me of verifying claims and
proving arguments, but rather means that I could fully participate in the conversations that were
being had in the moment.

I also hold the privilege of having worked in the technology industry as a software engineer
and majoring in Computer Science, which has allowed me to see behind the scenes of corporate
and academic technology creation. Specifically, I worked as a software engineering intern at
LinkedIn, among other companies. Having worked at a social media company informed my views
on social media and social media algorithms. This positions me to be well-equipped to discuss
social medias and algorithms more holistically. I am also entrenched in the tradition of critical race
code studies, as defined by Professor Ruha Benjamin. This tradition argues against historically
harmful technologies and technology creation, which helped frame the views of social media held

by research participants. There is a growing field of understanding technology’s impact on



society—across racial, gender, and sexuality; and it is with this lens and framework that I view
social media as a research area. I aim to contribute to and expand upon the work done by pioneers
in this field. Personally, I have complicated relationship to social media, leaving it at times and
addicted to it at others. For this reason, studying social media’s implications is also a project of
self-discovery.
Setting Guidelines

Before engaging with anyone in the community, I made sure to note my position as a
researcher at UC Berkeley with the Latinx Studies program. Historically, social scientists would
enter communities and extract information deceptively without disclosing their position (Smith
1999). This practice would have been antithetical to my goals and intentions and may have caused
harm to participants had they wanted privacy. For these reasons, I explicitly told folks that I was a
researcher, whether the interaction happened online or in person. Additionally, I first met with
leaders of the Eastside Cafe and El Sereno Community Garden to ask for permission to enter the
spaces and to set community guidelines for my research. For the Eastside Cafe, we agreed that I
would disclose my position as a researcher to anyone I interact with, and members of the Eastside
were notified ahead of time of my presence. For the El Sereno Community Garden, a precondition
to beginning research was to spend some time with the garden and understand its purpose first.
These guidelines helped solidify the nature of my participant observation: I spent a good amount
of time just inhabiting both spaces without taking notes or making inquiries. I contributed to the
Eastside’s operations for a yearly event they had, and I helped clean and volunteer at an event at
the Garden. Throughout the days spent with the spaces, I adhered to the guidelines set and properly

disclosed my status as a researcher.



In addition to setting guidelines, community members had a lot of influence on the
direction of this research. If we hope to view research as a collaborative, additive process rather
than an extractive one, it seems only fit that the community also decides where the research leads.
The results of the research should be for the subjects, and by the subjects. Although I came in with
specific intentions and questions, I knew that they were going to be flexible. The broad themes
remained unchanged from before I began talking to people, but the direction of the longer
conversations | had were largely guided by the participants. This was sometimes explicit, with
folks often giving me sources to investigate, radio stations to listen to or Instagram accounts to
follow. Indeed, sharing resources was the language broadly used by members of the collectives
detailed in this thesis. These recommendations and resources were noted and provided me with
insight into the networks of people, ideas and spaces that were present. Participants would
occasionally propose topics of discussion too, which will be evident throughout the discussions on
the data. Allowing participants to shape the future of the research is another way to allow
participants to assert that their knowledge is valid and valuable. Indeed, most participants had a
personal stake in the future of El Sereno more broadly, just like I do. To incorporate their interests,
wisdom and insights into my research means that I also believe in their vision for the future of the
Eastside Cafe, the El Sereno Community Garden and El Sereno. Technically, this meant my
methods had to be reflective of these intentions.

New Ways to Study Social Media

Researching social media usage and effects requires methods that reflect the sites and
spaces in questions. For this study, I incorporated a version of social media ethnography. This form
of ethnography situates virtual spaces as locations of ethnographic inquiry and observation (Postill

and Pink 2012). While this recent form of ethnography has its merits and can help with



understanding social media use, I found it to be limited because it views the researcher as separate
from the social networks that are to be studied. Implementations of the broad concept have been
taken up by various researchers (Ezell 2017; Etter and Albu 2021; Magafia 2022). Treating the
internet as a new ethnographic site is useful to begin understanding how people inhabit social
media. However, not reflected in Postill and Pink’s methods is the growing complexity of social
media in terms of one-way relationships, intricate networks of people and an increasingly
globalized context. Participants highlighted the fact that social media is only a tool to facilitate in-
person, real interactions. My approach to bridge these gaps was to interact with the communities
in three different ways: engagement! with the relevant social media profiles, short interactions with
visitors of the physical spaces and long discussions with a variety of people. My hope was to
engage at the different levels of connections that folks interacting with the virtual and physical
spaces may have. These involvements occurred from November 2023 to February 2024.
Engaging Social Media Profiles

To be specific, engagement with social media meant following (@eastsidecafela,
@elserenocommunitygarden, (@elserenofridge, among others, and ‘engaging’ with their content.
‘Engaging’ in this context means viewing stories, sharing posts and navigating pages to find critical
information. Because social media platforms reward contents with more interactions
disproportionately (Cinelli et al. 2021), this was done with the intention of boosting the contents’
and pages’ visibilities. As previously mentioned, my goal was to support the people in this thesis,
and this is one of the ways I did so. Throughout my engagements with the social media pages, |
took notes on how many interactions posts had gotten and the discourse happening on posts. This

also made apparent the networks of people active on the social medias, which is different from

! Engagement is a term used by social media platforms to describe possible actions taken by users.



physical interactions. Additionally, I attended a couple of events virtually through live streams,
reflecting the different options community members had to attend events.
Not Just Virtual

Although one could spend a considerable amount of time just analyzing the virtual spaces,
there must be interaction with the physical space and people if one hopes to understand social
media’s offline effects. Short interactions with visitors were used to determine the landscape of
people coming in and out of the physical space. During events, I asked visitors of the space a few
quick questions surrounding their involvement and connection with the physical and virtual space.
Most did not consider themselves community members of the Eastside Cafe or El Sereno
Community Garden. I also partook in longer discussions with people coming from a wide range
of connections to the spaces. When possible, I engaged in longer conversations with vendors, hosts,
community members and visitors. For these conversations, I did not have set questions, and let the
conversation flow freely. For some, I took notes on important information while we talked.
Although some people provided their information and consent to use it, I did not ask for their
names or other demographic information, except for where they were coming from to gauge the
spread of information geographically. Further, I did not identify anyone specifically to respect
privacy, especially considering that social media and data is often used to surveil people of color
(Turner Lee and Chin-Rothmann 2022). These interactions with the communities and spaces were
crucial to understanding social media’s real, lived effects.

Throughout my time at the Eastside Cafe and El Sereno Community Garden, I contributed
to the spaces in tangible ways. As mentioned previously, an ‘objective’ gaze was not my intention
going into this research, as it is part of historical colonial methodologies (Rosaldo 1993; Smith

1999). Instead, I aimed to be a participant observer as theorized by Serie McDougal III (2017) and



others before. Practically, I contributed my time and physical labor to the events and spaces in the
ways asked of me by the organizers. These spaces and communities carry the history of everyone
who came through them, and so entering them meant also contributing to that history. My hope
was to do that in a positive way. Due to the timing of events and open hours, I ended up spending
more time with the Eastside Cafe than the El Sereno Community Garden. Additionally, the
Eastside Cafe is facing explicit censorship, which merited in-depth inquiries. As a result, the
majority of this thesis focuses on the collectives at the Eastside Cafe.
Limitations and Expansion of Research Methodologies

The methods I employed to answer the questions I proposed are limited in their capabilities
for various reasons. The first limitation is the amount of time spent with the communities. Due to
my schedule and the nature of the thesis, I was unable to conduct this research over a long duration
of time. This resulted in reduced ability to see the differences of social media’s usage, effects and
impacts over time. A longer study would bring out some more nuance in how the different
collectives are adapting to social media, which is an ongoing process. Instead, this research serves
as a snapshot in time from November 2023 to March 2024. The second limitation is the lack of
differential analysis with respect to organizations that have different characteristics and politics.
Although it’s not necessary, inclusion of other organizations with contrasting ideologies would
bring out differences in how they are perceived on, treated by and how they use social media
platforms (Just and Latzer 2017; Cinelli et al. 2021). The people and collectives in this thesis are
very intertwined. I don’t attempt to analyze their relationship with social media in relation to other
populations. This is intentional but including that analysis may bring out different perspectives and

additional conclusions.



Observing Algorithms

The concluding limitation is the current lack of visibility into social media algorithms.
Although I did query the effects of the algorithms and how they’re conceptualized, only a select
few engineers and executives at social media companies really understand the complexities of their
platforms and algorithms. This is intentional, but may not hold true in the future, as evidenced by
X (formerly Twitter) releasing the code of their recommendation algorithms. Being able to
understand the algorithms technically would allow researchers to more fully find the correlations
between the behaviors of the platforms and their effects on their users. For this reason, I focus on
how research participants conceptualize the algorithms and how they understand it from a non-
technical perspective. This is an intentional perspective, although more insight into the algorithms
would be useful to the community in addition to researchers.

Continuations and Expansions

There is a lot to be learned from the interactions I had with the Eastside Cafe and El Sereno
Community Garden, which is made possible by the different levels I engaged at. In taking special
care to not reproduce historically harmful methodologies, I found that my participant observation
allowed me to see the spaces from the perspectives of research participants. Adapting participant
observation to social media additionally allowed me to take the viewpoints of outsiders and
visitors. In conjunction with my positionality, these methodologies allowed the dynamics between
social media and its users to be queried as it relates to the geography and politics of El Sereno. I
was situated in sufficient shared context with community members, which I believe should be a
prerequisite to research in El Sereno. Participants were also allowed to contribute to the direction

and nature of the methodologies, reflecting the intentions for this research. However, there is work
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to be done to expand on these methodologies. I hope that future research is conducted to do so—

which I’ll discuss in “Future Work.”
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

In this study, social media and social media platforms are defined as software technologies
that allow users to share, distribute and view content such as photos, videos, text and links.
Examples include—but are not limited to—Instagram, Facebook, X (formerly Twitter), LinkedIn,
YouTube and newer platforms such as Bluesky. The social media platforms I choose to focus on
are Instagram and Facebook, which employ many algorithms to “personalize” content to each user
(Benjamin 2019). Many algorithms are not currently visible to the public and researchers, with
few exceptions. For example, X recently released the machine learning algorithm that governs
their ‘feeds.” Although it is now public, there is still a barrier to understanding the algorithms due
to their technical nature. Social media algorithms are a technology that developed over the last
decade and a half, driven by the need for increased ad revenue (Mortensen, Neumayer, and Poell
2018; Benjamin 2019). It appears to me that researchers interested in the effects of social media
are behind the technology creation, with an increasing amount of studies being conducted as the
years pass. Research has shown that there are both positive and negative effects of social media
on individuals and society, with varying degrees based on identities. This study examines the
effects on collectives in El Sereno where special attention must be paid to how racialized
communities are affected. Specifically, El Sereno and the collectives are made up of majority
Latinx folk. Thus, social media’s interactions with Latinx folk must be understood to give context
to this thesis.

Social Media and Society

To further understand how people use social media platforms, new theoretical frameworks

have been developed and expanded on. Postill and Pink (2012) introduced the concept of “social

media ethnography” in a study aimed to follow a group of activists in Barcelona, Spain. They
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argued that social media should be broadly treated as a new ethnographic site. They found that
social media could not be divided cleanly like geographical locations, but it helps facilitate the
movement of people physically. Since then, it has been used and adapted to suit different studies.
Additionally, researchers have identified the possibility of sample bias based on the demographics
that make up particular social media platforms (Ruths and Pfeffer 2014). Although this isn't
necessarily an issue for research on communities, it should be taken into consideration and planned
for. In this study, users of social media tended to be younger, and predominantly Latinx or self-
identifying as Chicano. Planning for this means understanding the context in which they live and
use social media.

Conceptualizing social media as allowing or “affording” new forms of social interaction,
connection, identity and relationships is widely agreed upon (Leonardi, Huysman, and Steinfield
2013; Nagy and Neff 2015; Leonardi and Vaast 2017). Although Leonardi et al. and others focus
on social media’s use in enterprises and organizations generally, the concept can be adapted and
applied to other spaces. It seems that social media does indeed create possibilities for new forms
of being, supported by the fact that it can be treated by a new ethnographic site. Yet, missing from
Leonardi et al. is the flip side of the “affordances.” If social media allows or “affords” many new
interactions, then there must exist negative uses of social media, or ‘denials.’ I argue that social
media cannot just be seen as affording new possibilities, but also denying certain possibilities. This
is evidenced by other sites of research and the findings of this research, which examine the harms
of social media on various peoples.

Social scientists recognize that social media is having an ever-increasing impact on
socializations and society. There is a growing field of research questioning whether social media

is influencing identity creation and racializations (Langmia et al. 2016; Baales et al. 2020; Diaz
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et al. 2022). Current hypotheses argue that social hierarchies are being reproduced on social media,
and thus contribute to further racialization. Banales et al. (2020) found that there is a relationship
between a person’s social media usage and their voting likelihood and critical reflection.
Specifically, the more Latinx young adults critically reflect, the less likely they are to use social
media. For Black young adults, this didn’t hold true. Further, Diaz et al. (2022) found that, for
Black and Latinx youth, the concepts of poverty and inequality were also shaped by social media.
As Black and Latinx youth develop, their view on poverty and inequality trend more towards
structural explanations. The youth interviewed cited social media as a source of their
conceptualizations, which is supported by the evidence in this thesis. Generally, there is agreement
that Black and Latinx youth are taught explicitly how the world functions through social media.
In these interactions, social stratification and hierarchies are reproduced on social media platforms.
This is known as “sociotechnical theory” (Dolata 2013), which emphasizes the fact that society
creates technology and technology in turn shapes society.
Social Media and Marginalized Individuals

Some scholars have focused on social media’s effects on the mental health of adolescents,
racialized populations, women and queer folk (Zachary et al. 2021; Maheux et al. 2022; Volpe et
al. 2022; Maza et al. 2023). This research is still emerging, but there is general agreement that
social media often contributes to depressive and anxious symptoms for people of marginalized and
vulnerable backgrounds. As an example, Volpe et al. (2022) find that experiencing racism or
discrimination online leads to lessened sleep quantity for non-white college students, which is one
axis of mental health. Further, there is a correlation between the addictive qualities of appearance-
based social medias (like Instagram and Snapchat) and depressive symptoms, feelings of social

disconnectedness and differentiated brain development (Armstrong-Carter et al. 2022; Maheux et
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al. 2022; Maza et al. 2023). Scholars are hypothesizing and theorizing that social media’s features
and qualities are one source of mental illness when used in certain ways, which sets the stage for
how marginalized folk inhabit social media. Other scholars found that this type of harassment is
common online, noting a specific trend of racism against Black and Latinx women (Francisco and
Felmlee 2022). This is supported by some of my previous work (Parra 2023). While this provides
important context in which to approach the question of social media’s impacts on people, there are
gaps in scholarship surrounding the effects of social media on communities and community
gathering. This research requires a better understanding of how social media relates to and impacts
communities, for which literature is emerging.
Social Media Algorithms

It’s widely acknowledged that virtual algorithms continue real-world oppression and
oppressive structures. In 2016, Safiya Umoja Noble and Brendesha Tynes co-edited The
Intersectional Internet, an anthology which argues for the incorporation of intersectional theories
and frameworks in technology studies. To do so, a variety of scholars were given space to explore
topics in Internet studies using intersectional frameworks. It provided a basis on which to discuss
algorithms that pervade technology. In Algorithms of Oppression (2018), Noble argues that “digital
decisions reinforce oppressive social relationships and enact new modes of racial profiling, which
[she has] termed fechnological redlining.” Specifically, Noble examined the impacts of search
engine algorithms on marginalized communities. The frameworks Noble presents highlight the
social processes that make these harms possible, including “a corporate logic of either willful
neglect or a profit imperative that makes money from racism and sexism.”

Previously, Just and Latzer (2017) argued that algorithmic selection is shaping social order

and is in effect creating reality. Looking at “Internet-based services that rely on automated
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algorithmic selection,” Just and Latzer found that algorithms have a strong effect on social change.
However, compared to other forms of media, they found that algorithms “[tend] to increase
individualization, commercialization, inequalities, and deterritorialization and to decrease
transparency, controllability, and predictability.” Although they don’t incorporate race, these
arguments are a needed expansion of sociotechnical theory to incorporate the power dynamics and
racial hierarchies. It corroborates other research that specifically looks at race.

In Race After Technology (2020), Ruha Benjamin argues that race and racism is codified
into the algorithms that make up software technology, just as it has been in law and society.
Benjamin uses racialized state surveillance, algorithmic discrimination and data biases as
evidence. Benjamin stresses the importance of how current social structures enable this type of
technology creation. Although these theories are not the dominant discourse yet, it provides a more
complete view of how algorithms are created from current social orders and end up reproducing
them.

Theories of algorithmic harms by social media are well supported by contemporary
research. In Social Media Materialities and Protest, Coretti and Pica (2018) examine how
Facebook’s algorithms shape how protest occurs. They note that although algorithms are somewhat
necessary to avoid information overload, they also explicitly decide what is deemed worthy to be
viewed and not, which can lead to “algorithmic invisibility.” They argue that in those decisions,
Facebook will prioritize content that will earn more ad revenue. In that pursuit, Facebook lessens
the visibility of other forms of content, which Coretti and Pica argue shapes how protest occurs.
This is supported by Noble’s arguments that the pursuit of profit enables racism and sexism. As an
example, Latinx immigrants on TikTok and Facebook have had to create new ways to stay visible

on social media due to algorithmic invisibility, such as editing videos in a way that “confuses the
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algorithm” or sharing seemingly innocent memes (Thomas 2021; Jaramillo-Dent, Contreras-
Pulido, and Pérez-Rodriguez 2022). This research will affirm that people are fighting against
algorithmic invisibility and discovering new ways to stay visible. Additionally, Etter and Albu
(2021) find that algorithmic constraints shape the way activists organize—supporting Coretti and
Pica. Etter and Albu acknowledge that the social media algorithms do allow some affordances, but
there are added conditions that “undermines collective action.” I argue that this dialectic view of
social media algorithms is necessary going forward.

Another aspect of social media algorithms is its tendency to create groupings of people
based on racial identities. Cinelli et al. (2021) find that the algorithms that social media platforms
employ on their feeds contribute to echo chamber effects on groups of people generally. They
specifically focus on the grouping of ideas and “like-minded users”, but I believe this can be
extended. The grouping of “like-minded users” can be one explanation for the conceptualizations
of Black and Latinx Twitter by researchers and X users (André Brock 2020; Gutiérrez 2022;
Ramirez and Williams 2022). The existence of Black Twitter is more well-supported than Latinx
Twitter, but the fact remains that both are being researched and discussed. Their existence and
prevalence is another example of how race is recodified in technologies, as argued by Benjamin.

Latinx Usage of Social Media

As this study is focused on the predominantly Latinx barrio of El Sereno, special attention
must be placed on how Latinx folk are using social media. Specifically, Villa-Nicholas (2019),
Gutiérrez (2021), Magafia (2022) and Rossi (2022)—among others, are arguing that Latinx folk
on social media are using the platforms in markedly different ways than other demographics.

Common themes are historical and archival reflections, posts related to political and racial
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identities and transnational relationships. Pamela Ezell?> (2017) conducted what she called a
“YouTube Ethnography” on resistance against gentrification in Echo Park, Los Angeles—not too
far from the site and purpose of this research. She found that the films shared by Latinx residents
of Echo Park were providing a firsthand historical account of gentrification, and in turn were
resisting against it. This type of historical archival on social media is prevalent within Latinx
populations, which Melissa Villa-Nicholas names “Latinx Digital Memory” (2019). Supporting
Ezell’s theories of resistance, Villa-Nicholas argues that there is a nostalgia around the Latinx
identity online, in addition to resistance against hegemonic concepts of Latinidad. While nostalgia
for and resistance against Latinidad seem to be at odds with each other, it is important to note that
this is due to the wide range of peoples that make up Latinidad. The concept of Latinx Digital
Memory seems to be supported by recent studies, while named differently—unforgetting or
commemoration as examples (Gonzalez-Martin 2022; Rossi 2022). Archival and reflection are
important ways that identity is expressed by Latinx folk, and provides a framework for which to
understand certain modes of being.

Latinx communities on social media must also contend with globalization. In 2022, Nathan
Rossi conducted a close ethnographic study of a Salvadoran adoptee, Nelson de Witt, and queried
how social media mediated his transnational relationships. In agreement with previous research,
Rossi found that social media allowed—or afforded—de Witt to fully express his transnational
identity “free of the negotiations required by the psychological limitations of physical geographic
spaces.” Specifically, social media allowed de Witt to communicate with family and friends across

the US border without having to physically travel. Transnational communication is an affordance

2 Dr. Ezell provided guidance in designing this study. Her knowledge was incredibly valuable to
my adaptation of the “social media ethnography.”
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of social media that can impact how people and communities relate to each other. For Latinx
communities, this becomes an important expression of identity especially as it relates to migration.
Scholars argue that migrants are both given space to express their various identities on social media
and are racialized further through algorithmic constraints (Jaramillo-Dent, Contreras-Pulido, and
Pérez-Rodriguez 2022; Magana 2022). Thus, their transnational relationships are mediated by
social media platforms and the corporations that develop them. As social media allows for global
interactions, it’s important to note how those interactions are shaped and allowed by the platforms.

Although there are a few examples, broadly lacking from academia is an understanding of
how Latinx folk use social media as a pedagogical tool for political and critical consciousness.
Ezell’s (2017) understanding of resistance against gentrification is a great example of the type of
analysis needed. Theories of Latinx digital memory and commemoration are a good start.
However, a more direct analysis of political education will bring out nuances in how social media
platforms shape critical consciousness. In addition, frameworks from race critical code studies
must be employed in order to fully examine how social media shapes Latinidad and Latinx people.
The gaps in literature are being filled with time, but there is much work to be done on how Latinx
folk inhabit social media as a new social space.

Social Technology Studies

I enter this research with the understanding that social media requires an interdisciplinary
approach. Because social media is a technology, theories from computing are essential to unravel
the technical aspects. At the same time, social media acts on individuals and groups of people—at
many levels of scale. Harms are continuously being identified by researchers, as are new
possibilities that social media has enabled. I argue that this dialectic way of conceptualizing social

media is necessary and should be practiced in its research. However, not all studies need to
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incorporate all scales of society in their analysis: it is necessary to focus on individuals at times
and to focus on broad groups at other times. Additionally, some research benefits from
understanding corporate decision making related to social media. This will not be my focus, as
there is a need to understand how users interact with and conceptualize those decisions.

My theoretical framework draws and expands on many of the theories laid out by previous
researchers, especially those that incorporate ethnic studies. I call this “social technology studies.”
It’s different from race critical code studies because it emerges from very localized and
individualized analysis, as opposed to broad generalizations and conclusions relating to race. In
the following sections, I look at how relatively small groups of people are dealing with topics of
censorship, algorithmic invisibility and the costs of using social media. Understanding and taking

their perspectives first is not new, but is an emerging field of study.
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BEGINNINGS IN EL SERENO

Growing up in El Sereno—a barrio in northeast Los Angeles, it’s always been apparent
how beautiful my neighborhood is. Unlike my current place of residence in North Berkeley, there
are few silent nights. The hills and valleys of El Sereno are vibrant. Whether it’s your neighbors
blasting some good music, the colloquially known “ghettobirds” (Los Angeles Police Department
helicopters cruising above at night) or fireworks celebrating some occasion, there is always
something going on. Throughout El Sereno, there are many places of community and congregation.
I frequented our luscious parks during my summers and after school. Our bakeries and donut shops
provide us with both breakfast and community. Our streets are home to basketball games, the
lighting of fireworks and conversation. It’s in these spaces where people get to know each other
and look out for one another. Giving and receiving food is common practice with neighbors and
community. In fact, every Tuesday people come by my neighbors’ place as they distribute cartons
upon cartons of leftover fruits, vegetables and milk from their workplace. Our local celebrity is an
elder who sells honey from his bees right on his doorstep. These are the types of people that make
up El Sereno. This is exemplified by the people whose stories are contained within this thesis.

However, not all is rosy and perfect in El Sereno. My barrio deals with incredibly difficult
issues. The previously mentioned “ghettobirds” provide reminder that we are being watched by
the police constantly—a recurring theme. One morning on the way to school, I caught glimpse of
a body bag after a shooting. Another time, I saw the remnants of a burnt car with someone inside—
on the other side of the street from the church I grew up in. Violence and death are no strangers to
El Sereno. I won’t pretend to understand exactly why all these issues in specific exist, but it is set
against the background of exploitation and extraction. A previous councilmember for my district,

José Huizar, was just sentenced to 13 years for racketeering charges. Rising rents and gentrification
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are unhousing many. People I knew ended up on the streets of El Sereno. Across the street from
where I grew up, there was an apartment complex filled with friends and friendly neighbors. Some
years ago, they were all evicted—never to return. The complex was ‘renovated’ and renamed “The
Colony,” a powerful example of what is at stake for my neighborhood. These are just some of the
issues my barrio faces collectively.

In the 90032 zip code that makes up El Sereno, the US Census counts around 43,000
residents (US Census Bureau 2020). Hispanic or Latinx residents make up roughly 75% of El
Sereno and over half of residents speak Spanish, according to the Census. This is evident when
looking at the signs and storefronts. El Sereno’s median income sits well above the poverty line at
roughly $77,000, and 24% of residents have a Bachelor’s degree or higher. The median income is
slightly higher in relation to the zip codes west and south of El Sereno, but almost half when
compared to the zip code directly north. The relationships between El Sereno and bordering
municipalities were regularly discussed by participants in this research, as they impact us in real
ways. For instance, the city to the north is South Pasadena. The city built physical barriers to keep
El Sereno residents out, which still stand today. The relationship between El Sereno and South
Pasadena is contentious. The stark contrast in racial makeup, political power and economic statuses

are the context in which El Sereno sits.
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Entering

There are three key ways to enter El Sereno: from the 710 taking you to Cal State Los
Angeles to Eastern, or from the 110 running from Downtown Los Angeles (DTLA) to Pasadena
and Highland Park. Another way is by Huntington Drive, running through the steep hills and
valleys of El Sereno. During rush hour, all these roads are congested with traffic. If you are driving
from DTLA and you follow Huntington Drive until you see the sign for the city of Alhambra, you
end up with the El Sereno Community Garden on your immediate right and the Eastside Cafe
ECHOSPACE nestled away on the left side of the street. I would pass by the Garden and the
Eastside Cafe on my way to and from my high school every day. I arrive at the spaces cruising
through Huntington Drive with my windows down and music loud, a common practice in my
hometown. Since I drive over, my first task is always to find some parking and collect myself.

The Eastside Cafe ECHOSPACE

If you were to stop by the Eastside Cafe for a cup of coffee on any given day, you would
most likely leave disappointed: they are not a cafe in the traditional definition of the word.
However, if you were to stay for an event, you would leave energized and inspired. Perhaps the
community is the coffee. Growing up, I knew the Eastside as the blue building with the beautiful
murals. Decorating the windows are posters advocating for multiple causes and campaigns: calling
for the removal of councilmember Kevin De Leon, the liberation of Palestine and housing rights
in El Sereno. On the corner of the building resides a community fridge, which is restocked and
used frequently. The corner of the block ranges in activity. Some hours, the block is quiet. On other
hours, groups of people gather to sing, dance, fight and partake in community.

In the virtual world, the Eastside is known as a site of critical discussion and education. On

Instagram, (@eastsidecafela places the collective values front and center: at the time of writing the
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profile picture is a Palestinian flag with the words “I stand with Palestine” laid over. The account
has over 16,000 followers at the time of writing, up from 15,000 at the beginning of this research.
The top of a social media profile is somewhat like the facade of a physical location: it should give
you a sense of what it means to be in the space. @eastsidecafela has ‘pinned’ a variety of posts to
the top of their profile, meaning people can immediately understand what it means to follow them.
Featured are groupings of past stories titled “Comm. Fridge,” “Danza,” “Housing Rights,” “BLM,”
and more. The pinned images on their feed are a schedule of upcoming events, details for an event
with Cal State LA’s Latin American Studies honoring the Zapatistas and photos from a teach-in
featuring someone holding a sign declaring “Palestinian Life is Sacred.” Similar to the physical
building’s facade, the Instagram profile proudly highlights the Eastside’s politics and work.

Behind the facade, the Eastside is a collective of collectives. Many people and groups make
up what is known as the Eastside Cafe ECHOSPACE. Inspired by encounters with the Zapatistas
in Chiapas, Mexico, the Eastside makes decisions collectively (Gonzalez 2011). The people that
make up the Eastside act in accordance with their collective beliefs and goals: those of autonomy,
decolonization and restorative justice. It’s through these practices that many people feel
comfortable enough to call the Eastside a home. Many people volunteer their time, labor and love
to the Eastside and the various groups that utilize the space. To understand the Eastside, one must
understand these groups.

A Mosaic of Groups and People

The Capoeiristas for Change (@capoeiristas for change and (@solsinmotion on
Instagram) are a group of fighters, both physically and in their advocacy. I attended a clothing and
toy drive they held just before Christmas in 2023 and got to talk with many self-identified

Capoeiristas. They described capoeira as an Afro-Brazilian martial art, and a practice that holds
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deep significance. According to the Capoeiristas I talked to, the art is rooted in a “historical context
[of] resistance.” Not only do they practice the movements associated with capoeira, they also
critically discuss what it means to work towards Black and brown liberation through capoeira.

The Capoeiristas hold their practices at the Eastside Cafe, although they held their toy drive
at the El Sereno Community Garden. At the beginning of the day, Capoeiristas arrived to set up
their supplies. The greetings between the Capeoiristas were warm—most had been practicing with
each other for years. I introduced myself and helped set up, while getting to know the Capoeiristas.
They shared their stories of getting involved with the art, and we distributed toys and clothes
together. I got to discuss a variety of issues with the Capoeiristas, which will be discussed further
in relation to their social media usage.

A group also meets to practice Son Jarocho (@sondelsereno on Instagram), a musical
artform that uses “the cultural practice of fandango to build community.” The Son Jarocho group
has met since the inception of the Eastside, albeit in different forms and varied levels of activity
over the years. I attended a class with a trained musician, although I chose to not pick up one of
their jaranas—a stringed instrument that seemed similar to a ukulele to me. As people arrived for
the class, they greeted me and one another. Folks helped one another tune their jaranas and gave
tips on chords and finger placement. We began to play, dance and sing, with pauses for our
instructor to give us notes and recommendations.

With Son Jarocho, everything is a possibility: you could play it one way, or you could play
it another way. As people become more comfortable with the movements and patterns, they get to
choose how they want to play. During the class, there was no right or wrong way to play. The
organizers also asked for a donation of sliding scale, again signifying that they believe in people

choosing their own path. For this class, I chose to mostly participate and be in community. I did
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not get to discuss the @sondelsereno account and their experiences with social media, although
their Instagram account would be a great point of analysis.
A Garden for You and Me

If you head out the door of the Eastside and cross Huntington Drive, the El Sereno
Community Garden is coming out of winter hibernation. There is no shortage of tasks to keep busy,
but it’s also a space where you can come and just exist. At the Garden, I spent some time weeding
and sweeping, and I spent some time just talking. Although it is used as a site of critical dialogue,
it’s also just a garden. A space where people can come to be with the land however they choose.
An elderly man spends his time at the Garden drawing beautiful landscapes, while others tend to

the land.

o

-~

Photo taken by me during the C poe stas’ Clothing and Toy Drive on December 23rd, 2023
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Most enter the Garden through the front gate, which then greets you with signs in many
languages. Anyone can enter and enjoy the El Sereno Community Garden during open hours on
most Saturdays from 8am to 12pm. As the signs point out, everyone is welcome to utilize the space
regardless of political ideology, gender or race. However, to obtain a plot of land and access, one
must spend a minimum number of hours at the Garden and go through the membership process.
Members are also granted access to the Garden at any time, and the right to attend meetings about
the direction and operations of the Garden. Supporting the existence of the Garden is an Instagram
account, (@elserenocommunitygarden.

In this thesis, the Garden is talked about in reference and relation to the Eastside, without
deep analysis. The two groups and spaces are connected in many ways, even though they are
separate from each other. Collectives often utilize both spaces for events. The El Sereno
Community Garden is a pretty unique space in the barrio; it serves as a canvas for which many
people can contribute themselves. It is often used for events supporting the community, and it is a
dedicated space for people to gather in a barrio where space is becoming an increasingly
contentious topic. I didn’t get to spend enough time with the Garden, which is why I’'m limiting
my analysis.

What’s Going On Right Now?

In recent times, the physical colors of the Eastside Cafe have changed as the owner of the
building attempted to take the space away from the collectives. In response, the Eastside launched
a campaign to raise money to purchase their building. To do so, @eastsidecafela has a link to the
website for their campaign on their profile and collects donations at their events. If successful, this
campaign will mark a huge turning point in the Eastside’s history. They will no longer be reliant

on trying to make rent and will get to decide how to use the space completely. Their plans include,
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but are not limited to, “seasonal organic produce, a Native foods deli, a Treat a Homie food
program, and Zapatista coffee to help us continue with the tasks of our struggles.” Perhaps
someday you’ll be able to grab a cup of Zapatista coffee at the Eastside Cafe whenever the heart
desires.

Housing and land rights in El Sereno is a historically and currently contentious topic. In
addition to rising costs and gentrification, a lot of homes remain unsold and unoccupied. Many are
owned by the California Department of Transportation (CalTrans). This occurred during the
planning process to extend the 710 freeway through El Sereno and South Pasadena. The project
was never completed due to resistance from residents and community members. It’s important to
note that groups in South Pasadena held a lot more political power to leverage against CalTrans’
plans. Left neglected by CalTrans, these homes slowly found themselves inhabited again by
Reclaimers, who I will discuss later. The El Sereno Community Land Trust was established to fill
in the gaps left by this neglect, using the Eastside as a place of organizing and operation. They
currently hold rights to purchase the CalTrans homes.

My contributions to the Eastside physically began in December of 2022, where I first
volunteered for the Eastside’s annual Mercado del Pueblo. Every year, the Eastside hosts a market
for vendors from across LA to sell their art and food. I also volunteered at 2023’s Mercado del
Pueblo, where I got to talk to dozens of vendors, visitors and organizers. Some vendors are local
to El Sereno and have been connected to the Eastside for over a decade, with others attending El
Mercado for only a few years. When asking vendors how they first got involved, almost all
mentioned some other collective or community that first introduced them to the Eastside. As an

example, a few referenced Corazon del Pueblo in Boyle Heights as introducing them to the
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Eastside. This interconnectedness of different communities, collectives and organizations was a
recurring theme throughout this research.

Visitors to El Mercado ranged in age and levels of connection. Some were just passing by
and decided to stop. Others followed (@eastsidecafela on Instagram for some time and decided to
come out for the first time. The vast majority came from across LA County—East LA, Koreatown,
South Central, Monterey Park, etc. However, some came from much further: a couple came from
San Jose, and a family from San Diego. They most likely were already in the area and decided to

drop by. Generally, visitors stated that they aligned with the values of the Eastside.
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UTILIZING SOCIAL MEDIA FOR THE COMMUNITY

The Eastside Cafe, its associated collectives and the El Sereno Community Garden use
social media with great intentionality—although in different ways. There are three main ways that
social media is used by these collectives: political education, collective organizing and archival.
This isn’t to say that there are other uses for social media, rather members of the collectives viewed
this to be the most relevant in the current moment. There are nuanced views of social media by
everyone involved in this study.

The primary social media platforms used are Instagram and Facebook, which is where I
will focus my analysis on. During their recap of the 2023 fiscal year, Meta announced that
Instagram, Facebook and their other products combined are used by over 3 billion people daily.
Most participants felt that Instagram was more active. Although metrics (such as number of
followers, likes, comments and shares) give us important insights, they should be viewed as
supporting evidence. The lived realities of the collectives are more important than any statistic or
metric. In the following sections, I will discuss their usage of social media using the perspectives
of the account maintainers, members of the collectives and the public.

Educating and Learning on Social Media

When asked about the following for @eastsidecafela, the primary maintainer noted that
there were three moments in time that caused significant changes. They said that the “first [was]
when [we] got on Instagram, there was that urgency with the space when we saw a surge. [...] The
second surge was Black Lives Matter. We started posting a lot about that.” The third was the current
moment with posts about the Palestinian genocide. Each time, their following numbers
significantly increased. This represents an increased approval and appreciation of their particular

politics over time. This was corroborated by visitors to the space and members of the collectives:

30



most started and continued following @eastsidecafela because of their values and beliefs. Through
people following their account, the Eastside can provide a vast number of people political
education, especially as it relates to El Sereno.
Liberation for All Peoples

Most days (@eastsidecafela’s Instagram story contains a variety of posts related to the
current Palestinian genocide and work towards Palestinian liberation. Across their feed for the past
few months are many videos and photographs from rallies that members of the Eastside attended
and hosted. Additionally, there are many posts explaining and linking to information about the
current genocide. Analyzing their feed reveals that these types of posts have been “engaged” with
at higher rates than other types of posts, agreeing with the intuitions of the maintainers. In this
case, engagement means likes, comments and shares. At a minimum, a number of likes is a count
of how many people have viewed the post. Although these metrics are telling, it is difficult to
measure or know how many people read the information, the comments or how they felt about the
post. For those who do comment, it denotes a higher level of engagement with the post, whether
antagonistic or supportive.

Working towards Palestinian liberation is top of mind for many members of the Eastside
Cafe. Their political education around Palestine is not limited to, or even primarily on, social
media. On February 14, the Eastside did a collaboration post with @latinomuslimunity,
@blmlosangeles and three others, giving information about an upcoming event: “People’s Pop Up:
Tacos for Gaza, Artbuild, Teach-In Centered Around Building Community Power to End
Occupation.” Instagram allows multiple accounts to post content jointly in a collaboration post,
bringing the content to all page’s followers. The post received over 5,000 likes and 60 comments.

In the comments section, some people were described as “trolling,” or posting comments that were
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in bad faith. Others were supportive, posting heart emojis and useful tips. While I didn’t get to see
the turnout of the event, over 5,000 people saw this post and engaged with it at some level. In
“Turning Virtual into Real Interactions,” I will discuss how posts detailing upcoming events turn
online engagement into in-person engagement with the Eastside.

Although the feature has only been developed and made popular in the last couple of years,
collaboration posts are a common practice with @eastsidecafela. Recent examples include
collaboration posts with @ysabeljuradola, @jvp.la, @reclaiminghomes, @wocsistercollective ,
(@elserenofridge, and more. While the last two are accounts that make up the Eastside, the others
are separate entities that are composed of different people, goals and intentions. Tracing the
networks of people and groups becomes much easier when collaboration posts are employed, as
you can clearly see a connection to other pages. Because both accounts must agree to a
collaboration post, it represents an endorsement of the other page. Collaboration posts also tend to
have higher engagement metrics, due to it being shown to multiple account followings.

Rooted in the Hope for a Better El Sereno

In the case of the collaboration post with @ysabeljuradola, there is explicit support of
Ysabel Jurado in the upcoming election for Los Angeles Council District seat for El Sereno, CD-
14. The day before the primary election for the seat, @eastsidecafela did a collaboration post
detailing a “Honk N’ Wave” event at the Eastside Cafe to show support. @ysabeljuradola says “It’s
time to #breakthecurse of corrupt leadership in CD-14. Let’s get our people to the polls! See ya

there! 7> Historically, the Eastside has not supported political campaigns. However, the Eastside

Cafe has been very explicit about its hopes for the CD-14 seat: they have continuously called for
the removal of the incumbent Kevin De Le6n following a racist audio tape. At the time,

(@eastsidecafela said “The days of arrogance, racist, classist, fascist micro aggressions are
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over!!we’re fighting until you Resign Kevin.” Now, the Eastside is putting their support behind a
candidate who had been attending events at the Eastside since before she thought of running. They
mentioned her support of the Reclaimers movement, which is important to many members of the
Eastside.

Although we can’t know for certain how many people were swayed by their online
campaigns to vote one way or another, thousands of people saw their call for De Ledn’s removal
via posts by @eastsidecafela and other accounts. Ysabel Jurado has since accrued more votes than
Kevin De Ledn for the CD-14 seat in the primary according to NBC Los Angeles, and part of it
could be attributed to the political education that the Eastside engaged in®. The Eastside has very
explicit hopes and goals for El Sereno, and electing politicians that they believe will put us on a
better path has become one of those—which is noticeably different from previous stances. The
online campaigns help people become aware of and knowledgeable about certain issues in El
Sereno. This, combined with support for Ysabel Jurado, may have swayed other people. However,
the engagement with their produced knowledge cannot exist solely online: it must be brought to
the physical world and acted upon.

Turning Virtual into Real Interactions

Although virtual interactions are important, there is agreement amongst the organizers of
the various collectives that social media is primarily a tool to bring people into their spaces
physically. The Eastside Cafe, as well as the El Sereno Community Garden, exist as physical
spaces that need care and attention. The question then becomes: how does their social media bring

people out? To answer this question, the analysis must be rooted in the real world.

3 More research is needed to make a strong claim here.
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Nourishing Each Other

The Eastside is very clear about their theoretical frameworks. They are working towards
an autonomous collective in El Sereno using decolonizing methodologies, in their own words. But,
“what does it mean to really decolonize and have these [...] decolonizing methodologies and
methods that we would work towards?”” This is an open question that many people are attempting
to answer. One answer has come in the form of the El Sereno Community Fridge (@elserenofridge
on Instagram).

On the corner of the building in which the Eastside resides, is a beautiful, blue “community
fridge.” The Instagram account’s bio says “Leave what you can, take what you need. Toma lo que
necesitas, deja lo que no. #3594 150 %%, Bk 55%4.” During my time researching with the
Eastside, I saw dozens of people visit the Fridge—both restocking it and using it. El Sereno is
designated as a food desert, with a significant portion of the population not having access to any
grocery stores in a 15-minute walk (de la Haye et al. 2023). In this context, the Community Fridge
must be seen as the community caring for each other when their needs are not met by other means.

The @elserenofridge Instagram primarily serves as a source of information and a call to
action. The account is regularly updated with information about what is available at the Fridge and
what needs to be done for the Fridge. Another page on Facebook titled “Free food for all” posts
about the Fridge to their over 3,200 followers. This is an example of how social media is used as
a tool to drive physical activity. The Fridge cannot be stocked by likes and comments—it needs
people to go out and interact with the community. I witnessed this in action. However, social media
does mediate this relationship on some level: it is important to know what is needed or available
at the Fridge before showing up. Additionally, liking and sharing the posts give them greater

visibility and put them in front of more eyes—giving more people access to the Fridge.
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El Mercado del Pueblo

Every year, the Eastside Cafe hosts “El Mercado del Pueblo,” an event to uplift and
“support your local artistas, makers and creatives.” I arrived early in the day to set up, picking up
various tasks such as removing tape from windows, setting up tables for vendors and figuring out
parking. Music was in the background for most of the day, with DJs starting around mid-day.
People began dropping by, sometimes curious about all the activities and other times intentionally
coming to support vendors. We asked them for donations to support the effort to purchase the
building and continue organizing. After setting up, there were few quiet or dull moments.
Knowledge was shared, jokes were cracked, and people enjoyed the community.

Many posts are dedicated to spotlighting the vendors that will be attending. Many of the
vendors have been attending for years and expressed how grateful they are for the space to sell
their art and creations. During the event, various members of the community ‘took over,” or posted
on, the Instagram account for a while. I noticed someone going around to each vendor, recording
them and asking questions about what they had for sale. They livestreamed these conversations on
(@eastsidecafela. When asked about their experience with livestreams, they mentioned that they
had just started a week ago with a teach-in about Palestine.

We talked about why social media is important to utilize for the Eastside. There was a very
dialectical way of thinking about it: although “that’s where the people are, [...] not all of the people”
are online. Coming out of the COVID pandemic, people have recognized that online presence is
an important part of organizing. To bring people into the spaces, social media can be a great tool.
However, everyone noted that it should not be the only tool. The person who was livestreaming
said that social media could be dangerous if it limits people to engaging only online. Luckily this

isn’t the case for the Eastside.
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Photo taken by me during El Mercado del Pueblo, 2023

Visitors to El Mercado came from different cities and places. Many noted that they
wouldn’t have found out about El Mercado if not for their social media presence. Some came to
support a particular vendor and stayed to support them all. Someone coming from Koreatown
noted that they “look for that kinda stuff,” in reference to El Mercado. In this case, online
engagement turned into in-person engagement. There are tangible benefits to people attending El
Mercado physically: vendors are able to sell their art and people are able to learn about what is
offered at the Eastside. Organizers of El Mercado used to call it an “anti-mall.” Their hope is that
it provides an alternative to shopping for art or clothes at malls run by faceless, transnational
corporations. Using social media that is made by transnational corporations to support El Mercado
may seem like a contradiction, but it should be viewed as the Eastside manipulating the tools for

their benefit—something I’ll discuss in depth later.
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Returning to Palestine

In a post that garnered over 1,000 likes, the Eastside gave details for an upcoming
conversation titled “From Chiapas to Palestine.” I had since left El Sereno to return to my studies
at Berkeley, but saw that they were offering a livestream version for folks who couldn’t attend
physically—like myself. Hosted by People’s Education Program on YouTube, over 60 people
tuned into the livestream. The conversation was held in re/arte centro literario, a bookstore in Boyle
Heights. The camera was positioned at the back of the bookstore, facing the door. We got to see
the room filled, leaving people listening and standing outside.

The conversation centered around the connections between the Zapatista revolution and
Palestinian resistance against genocide. The person leading the conversation was the person who
I talked to about livestreaming El Mercado. She talked about her background, from traveling to
Chiapas and Palestine, to her studies and how those relate. I listened to her speak at length, but I
lacked the ability to express any of my thoughts and sentiments to her through the screen. Luckily,
we had talked about the content of her conversation previously, and I was able to engage with her
thoughts and ideas. The people in the bookstore presumably had conversations about the material
after her section was over. We, in the virtual world, did not get to ask questions or critically engage
with her ideas. The lack of real conversation and interaction is a limitation of the livestream format.
It’s another reason why organizers at the Eastside prefer for people to engage in-person. Yet, there
were over 60 other participants that got to hear something they wouldn’t have otherwise.

The Capoeiristas Offer Themselves

Some of the other collectives don’t use social media to organize as much as the Eastside

Cafe. The Capoeiristas for Change hosted a clothing and toy drive on December 23rd, 2023. It was

held at the El Sereno Community Garden, but they used the Eastside as a base of operations.
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@elserenocommunitygarden and @capoeiristas_for change did a collaboration post on Instagram
to promote the event. However, one of the organizers for the Capoeiristas shared that most people
that came through did not find out through Instagram. For some of the Capoeiristas, it was their
first time at the Garden. They described themselves as more “word of mouth” people. Yet, they
recognized that social media has its uses. They referenced the collaboration post as “another way
of bridging that unity, that community.”

The day came and went. The Capoeiristas and I distributed clothing and toys to a handful
of people that dropped in throughout the day. The folks that did pass through left with a large bag
and a smile. I was told that the remaining clothing and toys were to be taken to the California-
Mexico border and distributed there. Overall, their efforts were a success. We were in community

and supporting our community.

son 5

Photo taken By me during the march on Huntington Dr on June 4th, 2020, edited to proféct privacy

Although the clothing and toy drive could’ve been conducted without social media, there
have been events where it was very instrumental to its success. Research participants and

organizers referenced a large march in El Sereno shortly after the murder of George Floyd on June

38



4th, 2020. I attended this march and heard about it through Instagram. This march is viewed as an
important moment because it was born out of a call from the community and many people were
brought into the collectives and spaces as a result.

A couple of neighbors of ours reached out to us, and they're like, can you, can we do

something? [...] we're like, we need your help. Like, we need you to work with us. Like,

it's like, yes, of course.
This is what the Eastside is for: when the community has a call that needs to be answered, the
Eastside and its collectives will. From what I understand, the Capoeiristas were instrumental in
this and many more demonstrations and actions over the following years. Social media mediated
this march; bringing folks together in a time when things were mostly online. One Capoeirista
described social media as “the most powerful thing to mobilize community, but also its biggest
liabilities.” At the time, I had no intentions or training in Ethnic Studies or research, meaning I
have little of my own to offer about the event. Nonetheless, it is viewed as an important moment
in time for community organizing in El Sereno for the scale it achieved.

Producing Our Own History

By documenting their activities and experiences, the Eastside Cafe is creating a living
archive of their own narrative. There are many sites of historical creation, and their social media
accounts act as a repository for their various actions, events and gatherings. Additionally, the
Eastside is allowed to shape the narrative around the events they participate in—rather than

traditional media outlets. This often is mixed with political education and calls to action.
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Reclaiming El Sereno

Photo capturing the California Highway Patrol night raids, posted by @elserenocommunitylandtrust on November
26,2020

“On the eve of a day dedicated to the celebration of gratitude and sharing, the world
watched in horror as homeless children and moms were dragged out of homes by fully armed CHP
swat teams sent by Caltrans,” says @elserenocommunitylandtrust. The day before Thanksgiving
in 2020, the California Highway Police used excessive force and violence to remove residents of
CalTrans homes in night raids. Community members answered the call of their neighbors and
showed up to resist the aggressions. Many people and organizations were present, including the
Eastside Cafe and the El Sereno Community Land Trust—who was approved to buy the CalTrans
homes in question. The night raids were photographed (see above) and archived on
@elserenocommunitylandtrust and (@eastsidecafela, with documented police brutality. Now,
people in the community have access to a narrative apart from the press release from CalTrans or

the Highway Patrol.
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In a recent collaboration post with @reclaiminghomes, the Eastside shared that “some
people call them squatters, but they call themselves the Reclaimers.” The act of using the term
Reclaimers is one of defiance against narratives that are dehumanizing by allowing for self-
identification. In the same post, they reshared a podcast that first aired in November 2020, featuring
the first Reclaimer of the then-vacant CalTrans homes. They told the story of the Reclaimer and
her family from her own perspective—a departure from city politicians that often tell other
peoples’ stories. In telling the stories of the Reclaimers and giving them a platform to speak about
their experiences, the Eastside is supporting the reclaiming of El Sereno homes. This historical
creation is incredibly valuable and gives us new perspectives from which to view the currently

unfolding battle for space in El Sereno.

11:16

i eastsidecaf...

Screenshot of @eastsidecafela’s livestream on March 20th, 2024.
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While writing this section, I saw that @eastsidecafela went live on Instagram. Seeing some
content posted about the Reclaimers earlier that day, I decided to pop in and was met with a scary
scene. Multiple squads of police in brown uniforms were surrounding one of the CalTrans homes
that had been reclaimed. A group of people were standing opposite them and were protecting the
Reclaimer of the home. A banner hung on the home reading “Housing Not Policing,” which had
become a dream unfulfilled. I began recording immediately just in case there were issues, and a
record of the events was needed. As the events unfolded, the police force circled in and began to
arrest someone who I assume is the Reclaimer. At that point, the livestream cut out and never
returned.

The following day, @eastsidecafela posted a screenshot of the livestream, asking for
anyone who had recordings. I promptly sent my recording, which they received and said would be
shared with credit. Yet again, police were used to force a home to stay uninhabited in El Sereno.
This campaign to reclaim El Sereno homes is unfolding before our eyes and is being captured by
@reclaiminghomes, @eastsidecafela and residents of El Sereno like myself. Social media is being
used by these collectives and communities to promote the world they would like to see: one of
housing for all. They are actively archiving this work using social media as a medium.

The Legacy of Kevin De Leon

There are other battles being fought in El Sereno. As previously mentioned, there is an
election for the Los Angeles Council District 14 seat. Part of the political education that the
Eastside is engaging in is archiving their events and activism surrounding incumbent Kevin De
Leoén (KDL). In the month of October in 2022, there were a number of actions held that members
of the Eastside took part in and archived. One example is of a Professor from nearby Cal State LA

standing in front of the Barrio Action on Huntington Drive and describing why De Leon should be
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removed from his office. The building bore De Ledn’s name on it, symbolizing his power in the
barrio. Someone held a sign reading “KKKDL U Gotta Go!” Another few posts were on a march
with folks holding banners that read “KDL RESIGN NOW” and another reading “NELA +
BOYLE HTS, DE LEON FUERA” (NELA meaning Northeast LA). People chanted together and
spoke on microphones about the incident and how it should be viewed. By documenting these
actions, the Eastside is strongly associating De Ledn’s history with the racist tapes that he took
part in. They are making priority the safety and wellbeing of Black and Indigenous folk by taking
stand against racism within the Latinx community. The archival of these actions are shaping the
narrative and history that De Leon will be remembered by.
On The Garden

The El Sereno Community Garden uses social media in some of the ways previously
discussed, but arising from different needs and wants. In the words of someone very invested in
the prosperity of the Garden, “it’s just a garden.” But, it’s also a blank canvas for which people
can come and paint on. The Garden is made up of all sorts of people, not all of which have the
same values and beliefs. Everyone contributes a bit of themselves to the land and learns from the
Garden.

On Instagram, @elserenocommunitygarden will post about Palestine and rematriation of

land in their story. Pinned on their profile are story highlights including “Free &=,” “Juneteenth

2023,” “Wellness Clinic,” and more. Their pinned posts are calling for a ceasefire in Palestine,
educating people about the land on which the Garden resides and highlighting the events and
members that come through the Garden. The bio of @elserenocommunitygarden reads: “Est. ca
2002, ESCG is a gathering spot for the community & novice & master gardeners to share green

space in historic El Sereno.” As discussed, space is sometimes physically fought for in El Sereno.
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Space is often taken away from people, meaning the Garden’s existence is an act of resistance. To
further that, their social media primarily serves to call people to the Garden and to be in community
with each other and the land. Most of the gardeners I talked to rarely used social media at all. Their
focus was more on tending to the land—whatever the land asked of them.

Realistically, discussing the El Sereno Community Garden requires a different approach
and different focus. I don’t argue any strong claims because it does not fit into the story and
narrative that I present here. The Garden is a very different space than the Eastside. It’s got some
overlap, but I can imagine spending an eternity learning about and tending to the Garden. Although
I did spend some time with the Garden, I don’t have the capacity or time that discussing or
understanding the Garden would require. @elserenocommunitygarden is also not facing the same

issues that @eastsidecafela is, which I will discuss next.
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IMPOSED RULES AND REGULATIONS

Members of the various collectives generally felt adverse relationships with social media
and social media companies. In this study, the social media company in question is Meta, owner
of Instagram and Facebook. The reasoning behind Meta’s actions and decisions will not be
discussed, nor does it matter in this thesis. Community members all have perceived and lived
relationships with Meta, which can be analyzed without understanding Meta’s reasoning. This
thesis primarily focuses on how members of the Eastside are affected by and conceptualize these
relationships. There are three major ways I found that this relationship is manifested: explicit
content blocks, detectable limitation of visibility and a mental toll on maintainers and users. All
three corroborate contemporary research on the sociotechnical effects of social media.

The Eastside, Criminalized and Censored

During writing this thesis, Instagram implemented a new feature that initially explicitly
limited ‘political content’ on people’s feeds. This feature was switched to “Limit political content”
by default for all users, including myself. Various popular Instagram pages posted infographics
about the new change and how to remove the extra filter. Before the information about the content
block was widely circulated, one of my housemates had shared that they felt their Instagram feed
was not working correctly. Their intuition about their feed and the algorithm was proven valid after
details about the limitation were widely spread. It is a potent example of how people can feel the
nuances of technology as they’re being developed and shaped.

Having worked at software companies, I have seen the discussions that occur when a new
feature is first proposed and implemented. There is always a lengthy and heated argument about
whether or not to make features ‘default-on’ as opposed to ‘opt-in’ or ‘default-oft.” It is astonishing

that Instagram put this filter explicit and on by default. They are continuing to impose restrictions
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on what people can see without their knowledge or consent. This may be the first time that many
people on Instagram are actively aware that the algorithm is making explicit, pointed decisions
about what they see. However, the Eastside is no stranger to content being censored.

On December 14th, I searched “eastside” on Instagram and found that the search had been
blocked by Instagram. Instead of taking me to the search results—Ilike it would for any other search

at the time, it had an extra screen with the following text:

2:04

{ Q eastside

For you Accounts Audio Tags Places

Are you sure you want to continue?

The term that you searched for is sometimes
associated with activities of dangerous
organizations and individuals, which isn't
allowed on Instagram. We have Community
Standards to prevent and disrupt violent,
hateful, and criminal activity. When people
don't follow the standards, we remove content,
restrict or disable their account.

Screenshot of the search “eastside” on December 14th, 2023

There was one button and a text link below it. The button said “See How to Report Content” and
the text link said “See Results Anyways.” Much like the default-on political content limit Meta
just implemented, this required intentional thought and coding. Many decisions led to this screen,
with it being doubly difficult to continue. As user interface and experience experts will explain and
most will intuitively know, the highlighted text in the button is what Meta hopes you click on. This

extra screen will also discourage many users from completing the search. I attempted to recreate
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this content block for other searches. Examples included “KKK,” “ku klux klan” and “white
power.” Although I know these to be dangerous, violent and hateful groups and ideologies, I was
unable to bring up the content block for any other search terms.
Dealing with Being Criminalized

Members of the collectives had a variety of reactions after learning about the censorship.
My favorite is, “and it's like, what the fuck?” A couple of people previously knew about the content
block, learning from others who had the same experience as me. Few were surprised, but all ranged
from disappointed to disgust. After delivering this news to people, their demeanor and body
language visibly altered. The Eastside Cafe—and everyone involved—had been labeled

99 ¢

“dangerous,” “violent, hateful, and criminal” by Instagram. As one research participant put it, the
content block was “criminalizing a spatial location.” It’s hard to understate how demoralizing it is
to be labeled this way. Generally, the content block was viewed as ‘just another thing’ that blocked
people within the Eastside from doing their work for the community.

Although I was unable to query how outsiders and visitors conceptualized the censorship,
speculation leads me to believe that there could be lasting damage to the Eastside’s reputation
online. The content block has since been removed, but meeting resistance when trying to learn
about the Eastside “influences folks to stay away, but it also tells them that we're dangerous.” It’s
still unclear how potent the content block was in this aspect. On the flip side, people could have
reactions like one woman who thought it was, “a sign we’re doing something right.” As many of
the current and prospective members of the Eastside are opposed to transnational corporations,
this is interpreted as the Eastside’s politics being silenced by Meta. One Capoeirista asked, “where

does Meta’s interests lie?” To some, it seems that there is an adversarial relationship between

themselves and Meta—something only strengthened by the explicit censorship. Even if Meta did
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not have the Eastside specifically in mind when implementing the content block, there is still a
relationship created between the platform and its user. The content block continued a souring of
this relationship.

Theorizing and Reflecting

Different theories were floating around as to why the content block went up, at that
particular moment in time. Some believed it to be related to posting about the Palestinian genocide.
They set their theories in the context that their posts about Palestine were receiving less likes and
interactions. This certainly warrants hard consideration: national media corporations have been
carefully crafting stories around Palestine, why would Meta be different? At least, this was the
discourse surrounding the theory. Someone else provided me more knowledge to fill the gaps: the
content block would come up for searching “westside” too. This person also said they “think it’s a
cholo thing,” referring to the terms eastside and westside being used to refer to local groups. For
me, this brings up the question of racialization and punitive structures.

Through the content block, Meta views groups and people associated with “eastside” and
“westside” as dangerous—but not the Ku Klux Klan. Someone called this out explicitly, asking if
it was “underlying racism or bigotry” that motivated the content block. The reasons for choosing
those specific keywords may be shrouded in mystery to us, but the impact remains. Again, a
predominately Latinx organization, along with others, is labeled as ‘dangerous’ by an organization
with more capital and power. The last major theory was that the Eastside’s mission of autonomy
is incompatible with Meta’s interests. One Capoeirista said they were, “not shocked, [because we]
have shit counter to the state.” Another mentioned the posts about the Community Fridge as
evidence supporting this theory. This theory places more emphasis on Meta blocking specifically

the Eastside from reaching people on social media.
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None of the people I talked to had definitive knowledge on the question of censorship—a
result of not working at Meta. Truthfully, I am still puzzled at the fleeting content block that
occurred (it only lasted approximately two months). Someone remarked, “I wish I knew the rules
of what triggers [the censorship] and is it applied across the board to everyone?”” Even for myself,
graduating with a Computer Science degree, there are many questions left unanswered about the
censorship.

Algorithmic Invisibility

Algorithmic decisions are famously hard to predict, especially when the algorithm is
hidden from view. It’s certainly not impossible, but I would be uncomfortable saying Meta’s
algorithms definitely do this or don’t do that. However, people can notice differences in patterns
quite easily. Just like my housemate who noticed their feed being off, people at the Eastside notice
that their content or (@eastsidecafela’s content is regularly made less visible. This isn’t a result of
intensive data analysis or paid tools, rather an intuitive knowledge of the patterns. This
‘algorithmic invisibility’ is easily detectable and discussed by research participants.

Previously I discussed how the primary maintainer of @eastsidecafela noticed three
distinct moments of growth for the account. If maintainers are able to pinpoint periods of growth,
they should be able to also detect periods of inactivity. This held true for members of the Eastside.
People noticed that their posts about Palestine, for example, would accrue significantly less likes
and interactions than other posts. Although this isn’t as blatant as the “eastside” content block, it
is nonetheless detectable. Those who would bring up this limited visibility would use phrases like
“hidden,” “hard to see,” and would regularly reference “the algorithm” without prompt.
Additionally, a good number of people told me that they noticed @eastsidecafela would not show

up on their personal feed, even while they were posting regularly. These people also had to find
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ways to continue to see people’s content, which I’ll discuss in ‘Combating Algorithmic
Oppression.’

Most people I talked to have some sense that there were inequalities in how much reach
certain content got. There was no technical or computer science degree required for people to feel
that the social media platform was acting differently towards certain people and certain content.
This understanding of the social media platform is not something that can be taught, but that people
at the Eastside already know from experience. The algorithm is very tangible to the participants in
this research precisely because they are on the receiving end of algorithmic invisibility. This is the
context in which members of the Eastside enter social media. To many, the content block was the
epitome of what they had already been experiencing on social media. Although @eastsidecafela
has over 16,000 followers now, their relationship with the platform and its parent company has
been one of navigating this algorithmic invisibility and censorship.

Given that the name “eastside” has been racialized and criminalized by Meta and that
(@eastsidecafela is posting about the Palestinian genocide, there are multiple layers of this
‘algorithmic oppression.” Members of the collectives felt these two distinct instances of
suppression and censorship. In their view, these two forms of algorithmic oppression are symbolic
and symptomatic of the Eastside’s relationship to the state and corporations. My advisor called this
“algorithmic double jeopardy,” although I believe that there can be many more axes to algorithmic
oppression.

The Hidden Costs of Maintenance

Dealing with algorithmic invisibility, censorship and more on social media does not come

without costs. There is a very real and human cost to social media account management.

Maintainers of the various social media accounts in this thesis do so at the expense of their time
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and energy, for no pay. For all the reasons previously discussed, it’s important for the Eastside to
have reach and visibility on Instagram and Facebook. However, there is a significant amount of
time and labor needed to get an account to thousands of followers. It doesn’t happen magically.
There is time required to learn the basics of social media, and a continuous process of learning
what type of content does better than others. Younger people have often taken up the
responsibilities of managing social media accounts. One maintainer spoke about this at length:
Me and a bunch of people my age, we had a lot of energy, and we could be present. And
we could do things. And now everyone has kids, family, a mortgage, a job, a daytime job,
[that] they have to, you know, be in and they can't always be here.
There are many tasks that must be completed for social media accounts. Posting graphics,
responding to comments and direct messages, resharing others’ content and following current
events are all just parts of the labor required. Although there are varying levels of activity on each
of the accounts described in this thesis, the work required is exhausting. One of the maintainers
simply referred me to their eye bags when asked about how much time they spend on social media.
Mental health and social media addiction was something referenced by a variety of
people—some maintainers of accounts and others not. One maintainer said that they wouldn’t
spend a lot of time on social media because they were “not tryna get caught up in clout-chasing.”
They were referring to the concept of seeking more followers just for the sake of having them or
increasing ‘social capital.” They described social media as addicting and having unseen
consequences. They also said that they “don’t worry about the people who aren’t here, [they] worry
about the ones who are.” As we had previously discussed, they viewed social media as a tool to
bring people together. In the process of doing that, there are some tolls. Unfortunately, social media

addiction is a real issue that can have effects on mental health. Another maintainer essentially said
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that they spend ‘all their time on their phone.” Although they also mentioned that it can be
energizing for them, it also means time away from other things. The time and labor required is one
aspect of mental health. There are also effects from seeing and having to post about traumatic
events in El Sereno, particularly police and state violence.

To make things easier for maintainers, the collectives attempted to distribute the workload
amongst themselves. It had varying success, with some members being more familiar with social
media than others. For example, @elserenocommunitygarden was described as having jumped
from 300 to nearly 3,000 followers due to one person’s efforts. When this person was no longer
able to contribute, growth and activity lessened. Due to the learning curve of social media and the
time commitment, there are few maintainers of social media accounts. Everyone involved in this
thesis is continuously learning how to understand and use social media, especially in the face of

censorship and algorithmic invisibility.
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COMBATING ALGORITHMIC OPPRESSION

Entering this research, I knew I wanted to ask about social media. Yet, I had no idea what
I would find. An early draft of the proposal aimed to “connect social media algorithms to their
effects on identity and community building in EI Sereno.” I could not have predicted that I’d end
up discussing explicit censorship and algorithmic invisibility with most research participants.
However, these collectives are comprised of intelligent thinkers and theorizers. They were thinking
about and fighting against this algorithmic oppression, along with other forms of oppression, long
before I sat down with them. As a Capoeirista put it, “social media is not going to stop us from
being out in the streets” and organizing. We discussed three main ways of fighting against
censorship and invisibility on Instagram and Facebook.

Keeping Up with The Eastside

The first way people keep @eastsidecafela and other related accounts visible is through
turning on ‘post notifications.” Because Instagram does not allow you to modify their algorithm
and they regularly deprioritize (@eastsidecafela’s posts on people’s feeds, participants in this
research needed ways to continue to see their content. Instagram allows users to get notified every
time an account posts, which is called ‘post notifications.” Without prompt, a couple of people told
me that they had turned post notifications on for (@eastsidecafela. They told me that it was the only
way they’d see their posts. I didn’t even know to ask about that, but I soon realized the gravity of
this information. Once I began asking, I found that 5 of the 12 people I asked about post
notifications had turned them on for @eastsidecafela. I am unable to find any study that could put
this number in context, but it seems like a high percentage. Regardless of the scale with respect to

other accounts, it represents at least five people who felt and said that they wouldn’t see
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(@eastsidecafela’s posts otherwise. As discussed previously, their intuitions often are supported by
numbers and trends.

Space in El Sereno has been contentious for decades. If we view social media as another
space, then members of the collectives have been ‘losing’ space through algorithmic invisibility
and censorship. Thus, members of the collectives turning on post notifications is in effect
reclaiming their virtual space. They are making decisions about what they see online, rather than
leaving it to Meta to decide for them through algorithms. This is important as Instagram and
Facebook increase control over what people see and when they see it. As research participants
described an adversarial relationship with Meta, this is one way they combat algorithmic
oppression.

There are many instances where getting timely updates is crucial. One instance is for
(@elserenofridge, as people use it as a source of food. If the Fridge is not maintained or restocked,
there will be less support for the community. Therefore, notifications about the Fridge are
incredibly important. Another is about potential actions and organizing, especially when
militarized police are involved. There have been many moments in time where community
gathering was essential to the safety of the community. For me, the Reclaimers come to mind.
When night raids to forcibly displace Reclaimers occur, the community must be notified so they
can come to the Reclaimers’ aid. The difference between getting notified about a night raid and
not seeing the call to action at all can potentially be the difference between life and death when the
police are involved. Community gathering and ‘sousveillance*” of interactions with the police is

incredibly important to the Eastside (Browne 2015).

4 Sousveillance is a term that describes people watching the state, as opposed to surveillance or the state watching
people.

54



Subverting Filters and Automated Systems

Another way maintainers of social media get around algorithmic filtering is through
‘confusing’ the algorithm. Members of the collectives used Palestine as an example of getting
around algorithmic invisibility. Because they noticed that content with the words “Palestine,”
“Palestinian” or “genocide” would receive less engagement, they devised ways for that content to
not be flagged. People told they would often change the spelling of words to subvert the
algorithmic. For example, one woman “changed the spelling of Palestine,” to “Pal3stine.” They
theorized that Instagram and Facebook had automated systems that would detect these words or
terms and minimize reach and engagement if flagged. Their intuitions were that this worked to
some extent, although more research is needed to determine if Meta is catching on.

People argued that Meta is making pointed decisions about what should be viewed on
Instagram and Facebook, which conflicted with what members of the Eastside wanted to discuss.
They used algorithmic invisibility as evidence. I argue that their subversion of algorithmic filtering
is again reclaiming space online to critically examine and discuss world events. This method of
getting around automated systems is not new or unique to the maintainers of the social media
accounts in this thesis, but it is placed in the context of explicit censorship and invisibility. When
Meta is making their content less visible based on some parameters, the people who are affected
have been finding ways to change the inputs to their algorithms. After changing the inputs to the
feed algorithms, they received different outputs and felt that they were made more visible. As a
note, this isn’t employed on every post, but is just one tool in their toolbox.

We're In This Together
Collaboration posts have become increasingly common for the social media accounts

discussed. As a reminder, Instagram allows multiple accounts to engage in collaboration posts,
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bringing the content to all followings’ feeds. They were described as “another way of bridging that
unity, that community.” Collaboration posts often receive more likes than posts by a single account.
One maintainer described it as “immediately doubl[ing] engagement.” This is most likely due to
the content being seen by multiple followings. More eyes on content is viewed as positive most of
the time: calls to action, infographics and community alerts are made much more potent when
widely shared. For that reason, the accounts in this thesis often do collaboration posts with each
other and other organizations and collectives throughout Los Angeles and beyond.

Although this form of combating is not explicitly subversive, it represents community
struggle. Many different groups have built up accounts with different followings. They often have
distinct goals and needs, but there can be overlap. When people engage in collaboration posts, it
represents working together. This often is a supplement to in-person interaction, or a call to action.
It does not substitute for real engagement that requires intentional planning and thought. However,
when followings see the collaboration, they can see the endorsements of other accounts and
knowledge gets shared more widely.

There is also a geographical component to collaboration posts. When the call comes to
participate in other actions in the greater Los Angeles area, other organizations can be great allies.
There are numerous examples on (@eastsidecafela where fliers were posted jointly for spaces
outside of El Sereno. Collaborating with organizations that are already in the area will provide
prospective attendees with some comfort and knowledge. Additionally, it allows for global
knowledge sharing. Many members of the Eastside emphasized the need to be aware of global
issues, including Palestine. They viewed struggle as interconnected, which is evident through their

collaboration posts.
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Predicting the Future

A key feature of algorithms is predicting ‘future’ outcomes based on current data. In
understanding the algorithms, maintainers of social media accounts were able to ‘predict’ how
content would do based on characteristics of their posts. Indeed, people at the Eastside are very
forward-looking. They have plans, dreams and hopes. While no one knows what the future holds
for certain, we can still attempt to predict and plan accordingly.

For the El Sereno Community Land Trust, there is the hope to buy the building that the
Eastside currently resides in. The social media campaign is one way the Eastside is working
towards this goal. In addition, there are some old bungalows behind the building. They have been
fenced off, with signs warning of consequences for trespassing. One of the organizers of the Land
Trust walked with me to see the bungalows. Although they’ve been vacant for many years, I was
told that they have good underlying structures. The Land Trust hopes to buy them too. They laid
out the dreams for the bungalows: a community store, an artists’ residency and more. I followed
their fingers as they pointed to various parts of the bungalows and saw the potential they
envisioned. I imagined myself writing songs with friends in the bungalows. It was exciting and
inspiring. They continued by explaining the legal issues that have prevented the purchase of the
bungalows, concluding with the thoughts on what’s next.

Maybe people at the Eastside can’t ‘predict’ like Meta’s algorithms, but their dreams and
hopes are much more powerful. The Eastside only exists from the actualization of collective
dreams. People are envisioning a better El Sereno and have been working to make that a reality. I
can’t imagine ending this discussion without acknowledging that I can see the visions now, and I
am incredibly invested in seeing them actualized. Although this thesis must end somewhere, my

story with the Eastside is just beginning.

57



FUTURE WORK

Instead of a ‘conclusion,’ I’d like to end with my thoughts on the limitations of this thesis
and where I believe the research should continue. I’ve previously published works in the
Association for Computing Machinery which uses ‘Future Work’ often. The Eastside has future
work planned too, so it seems only fitting. Broadly, I think this work could use a lot more time and
energy. It was completed over one academic year, while I had classes and jobs. There are different
possibilities where this research could be extended to. This includes observing algorithms more
deeply, querying conceptualizations of algorithms and differential analysis with other
organizations.

Firstly, I’d like to acknowledge that I’m finishing this at the age of 22 and as an
undergraduate. There are likely many issues and points that I was not able to see or comprehend
yet. This work is a snapshot in time of what I saw and heard. More time, research and energy will
bring out nuances that were not present in the discussion here. Realistically, a lot more can be
written about what has already been observed and done. I hope to one day return to this research
as a graduate student in Latinx Studies. However, the knowledge produced by the collectives is
constantly evolving. For that reason, this thesis is just one conversation in the ongoing discussions
about how to resist oppressions more broadly—which the Eastside is continuously engaged in.
These conversations and research should continue, centering the Eastside and the collectives. I
acknowledge this doesn’t have to occur in academia and it often doesn’t. I will continue to
participate in the activities of the Eastside, and I plan to one day move back to El Sereno and live
where generations of my family have.

Observation of algorithms is notoriously difficult. Understanding machine learning

algorithms is still an open problem in computer science. Considering that Meta most likely uses
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machine learning algorithms in their social media, it only follows that I am unable to make
definitive conclusions about the algorithms in question. I don’t see this as an issue: in this thesis,
I make an explicit decision to focus on the perspective of members of the Eastside, who also do
not have visibility into the algorithms. However, more work needs to be done to ensure that
algorithmic oppression is eradicated. In that pursuit, understanding the algorithms will become
necessary at some point.

Another point of analysis that could be researched is how algorithms are conceptualized. I
didn’t discuss or query this during my thesis, but the research can be easily extended for this. I
imagine that simply asking people to describe their algorithms and feeds will produce some great
theorizing. As seen, the people in this thesis have intuitions about the technology they use and
those theories deserve some more study.

Due to this research being conducted with very politicized collectives, there are certain
perspectives that were left out. This isn’t necessarily negative, as I believe that this thesis should
focus on those impacted by algorithmic oppression. However, analyzing social media usage of
organizations that are less critical of the state and corporations may bring out different discussions.
At one point, I had proposed studying the Barrio Action on Huntington Drive. It’s run by the city,
and their usage of social media is quite different. Including this in comparison would bring out
new topics and issues.

Additionally, the El Sereno Community Garden deserves time and attention. They are
subject to different forces and issues than the Eastside, simply by nature of being a different space
with its own needs. In this thesis, I made the explicit decision to limit discussion of the Garden

here because I felt that I could not tell its story in a sufficiently thorough way. Further research
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could be conducted to examine the Garden’s social media usage and how that relates to the land

and people.
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