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Social Media and Activism

Social media has changed the way in which we interact with one another, both online and in person. In Malcolm Gladwell’s essay, “Small Change” he argues that change occurs through activism and deep ties to a cause. Additionally, Gladwell argues that social media dilutes what it means to be an activist and that social networks could never be instruments of social change. On the other hand, Kwame Anthony Appiah wrote in his essays, “Making Conversation” and “The Primacy of Practice”, that change occurs when slowly overtime when people exchange ideas and get used to one another. Social media can be an instrument of social change, both directly, as seen in GoFundMe pages and the #MeToo movement, and indirectly though creating a platform for people to interact.
	In Gladwell’s essay he describes the changes America went through in the 1960’s during the Civil Rights movement and the military-like planning and commitment needed to pull off such a task. He then compares the activists of that era (like Martin Luther King Jr. and the students of the Greensboro Lunch Counter Sit-ins) to the activists of today, the Facebook activists who post about things on social networking sites. “[Networks] have a real difficulty reaching consensus and setting goals. They can’t think strategically; they are chronically prone to conflict and error” (Gladwell 197). Gladwell finds that the lack of cohesion and identity in today’s “activism” leads them to be ineffective and unable to cause change.  
	In Appiah’s essay he describes the idea of Cosmopolitanism, of recognizing our need to work together because of our inter-connected world. “[Cosmopolitanism] begins with the simple idea that in the human community, as in national communities, we need to develop habits of coexistence: conversation in its older meaning, of living together, association” (Appiah 40). Appiah argues that over time, as our individual communities begin to co-develop and co-exist, we begin to exchange ideas with one another and change.
Although Appiah wrote his essays in 2006, when the landscape of social media was far different from ours today, he would probably agree that they can be used as a method for cosmopolitanism because of the benefits outlined by Gladwell.
 On the benefits of social media, Gladwell acknowledges that it can help people connect to acquaintances, allows for people to mobilize quickly, and allows for the easy exchange of ideas. Unfortunately, Gladwell believes that the benefits also come with serious drawbacks. “The drawbacks of networks scarcely matter if the network isn’t interested in systemic change” (Gladwell 197). While social media does connect people, they can only form weak ties. While people can move quickly, they can also lose an organized structure. And while people can easily discuss new ideas, they can cloud the group’s primary message. 
Regardless of whether or not Appiah would have agreed with the notion of weak ties or not, Appiah wouldn’t see the spreading of ideas and mobilization of people as drawbacks. As long as people with different views are discussing, there is a potential for Cosmopolitan discourse. “The encounters, properly conducted, are valuable in themselves. Conversations don’t have to lead to consensus about anything, especially not values; it’s enough that it helps people get used to one another” (Appiah 51).  A large part of Cosmopolitanism is based off of exposure, so it does not necessarily matter who you are talking to, or how organized they are.
The main difference regarding social media’s role in change between Gladwell and Appiah is that Gladwell doesn’t believe that it goes far enough. Under Appiah’s Cosmopolitanism, as long as we can find a way to “get used to one another” then change will come. “I am urging that we should learn about people in other places, take an interest in their civilizations…not because that will bring us to agreement, but because it will help us get used to one another” (Appiah 47). Appiah does not believe that there is a need for tactically precise, well-executed operations for change to happen. Instead, it will happen over time, we just need to give it time and an avenue. 
Gladwell would might counter Appiah’s argument by saying that the avenue is being over-crowded by people who do not necessarily care about the cause. Just because a lot of people discuss an issue on social media doesn’t mean that they have a genuine interest. “Social networks are effective at increasing participation – by lessening the level of motivation that participation requires” (Gladwell 196). There is a old saying that four quarters is better than one hundred pennies; and its better to have a few activists with strong ties to the movement rather than many people who will forget about the movement in a week.
Because Gladwell does not think social media goes far enough, he would probably disagree that Cosmopolitanism goes far enough either. Cosmopolitanism is an idea, not a movement. There is no leader or hierarchy, no central location, and no identity. You cannot materialize the idea of Cosmopolitanism, and because it is so loosely defined, anything and nothing could be Cosmopolitan. Gladwell would probably have the same problem with Cosmopolitanism as he does with social media.
However, if we look to how social media is being used to spread activism today, we would see things like the use of crowd sourcing and Twitter to spread awareness as well as gain financial and public support. GoFundMe.org is an online fundraising website that has raised over 5 billion dollars in support of medical and environmental emergencies (amongst other causes) through the use of crowdfunding. (GoFundMe). Through the mobilization of social networks, people are gain financial support where they would otherwise have none. GoFundMe pages are also common after natural disasters or other tragedies by providing a central location for people to send funds to.
#MeToo was a hashtag started on twitter by Alyssa Milano to raise awareness about the prevalence of sexual assault, offer victims support, and to stop perpetrators of sexual harassment. Over the course of several years, hundreds of men in Hollywood, the government and dozens of other industries and professions have been charged with sexual assault. Victims who have felt alone after their assaults now have a channel to speak out about sexual assault. (Kavanagh)
Social media has had an increasing role in our lives since its proliferation during the last decade. In that time, it has been used as a way for people to connect to one another, spread ideas, raise awareness, and create change.
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