Stream: Online Networks and Social Change

“The Power Social Media Holds in Online Activism”’

Abstract:

Social media platforms are valuable tools in activism today, as they allow activists and
ordinary users to advocate for social change in a public forum, which I build from using
Freelon et al. (2020)’s article “False Equivalencies” in the American Association for the
Advancement of Science Journal.1 argue that the benefit of these public forums is that
they allow information to be spread easily through ‘hashtag activism.” When social media
platform users take part in ‘hashtag activism,’ it encourages certain hashtags to trend
throughout these platforms and can create a lot of hype towards an issue, thus leading to
organized offline activism as well. This paper dives into examples of the ‘#MeToo’ and
‘BlackLivesMatter’ movements and I argue that social media has amplified their protests
in a push for social change. With ‘hashtag activism’ used predominantly to push for
social change after being raised from social issues, comes the silver lining of
communities that form in solidarity and unity on social issues. The paper also discusses
how highly influential people that use these platforms, and my position is that it
positively impacts activism today as they have the audience to educate and raise
awareness to on issues that require social or political change. The paper discusses how
social media platforms have positively impacted activism through the tools that they offer

to their users.
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“One of digital media’s most important contributions to activism is how they have
opened new pathways to reach target audiences” (Freelon et al., 2020, p. 2).

Since the rise of the Web 2.0, activism has utilised online platforms in the spreading of
information through hashtags, the ability to build online networks of like-minded users
and using influential people to raise awareness in social change. This paper will cover
two main case studies to emphasize how social media platforms such as Instagram and
Twitter positively impact activism today. The first case study is the ‘4MeToo’ movement,
which is a hashtag campaign that spread globally online in encouraging victims of sexual
assault to speak up (Rodino-Colocino, 2018, as cited by Bludau, 2021). The next case
study is the ‘#BlackLivesMatter’ movement which went viral on social media in 2020, to
take a stand against racial injustices in America (Borda & Marshall, 2020 as cited by
Bludau, 2021). I argue that social networks such as Instagram and Twitter have positively
impacted activism today through the ability to spread information globally with 'hashtag
activism, through the formation of communities to show support of one another and the

ability to garner attention from influential people to encourage social change.

My position is that digital media has positively impacted activism in online and offline
scenarios through the mass sharing abilities and ‘clicktivism’ that platforms such as
Instagram and Twitter offer (Freelon et al., 2020). ‘Liking, ‘sharing,” or ‘commenting’ on
an activism influenced post is referred to as ‘clicktivism’ (Freelon et al., 2020). This low
impact engagement from social media users can dramatically publicize and bring
attention to important protest movements due to algorithms that the platform creates
(Freelon et al., 2020). This grabs the attention of journalists to share in offline media and
can transform a protest movement to one of international importance (Freelon et al.,
2020). Hashtags are widespread by users who want to declare support, causing them to
trend. These simple methods of using a hashtag or liking an image can have a substantial
impact on the virality it receives due to many other users also contributing (Freelon et al.,
2020).

An example of this is through hashtag activism, where using a hashtag on social media

helps to advocate, spread information, and create solidarity among all involved (Bludau,
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2021). The hash symbol followed by a popular phrase allows users to easily view content
relative to the topic (Ince et al., 2017, as cited by Bludau, 2021). When searching popular
hashtags on Twitter or Instagram, it generates a whole feed of posts relating to it (Bludau,
2021). This feed consists of informative posts, users’ thoughts, and ways to help make
changes, and proves an effective way of raising awareness in the media on important
issues. In 2006, the ‘#MeToo” movement was created by Tarana Burke, to empower
victims of sexual assault through empathy (Rodino-Colocino, 2018, as cited by Bludau
2021).In 2017, news that Donald Trump and Harvey Weinstein had sexually harassed
several women had circulated, causing multiple women to speak out publicly online with
the hashtag ‘#MeToo.” This movement encouraged a lot of people who were silenced to
come forward and encouraged reforms to address the concerns of sexual harassment
throughout America (North, 2019, as cited by Bludau, 2021). Actress Alyssa Milano
shared a tweet suggesting that if all the women who had experienced sexual assault had
used the ‘#MeToo’ hashtag on platforms such as Twitter or Instagram, then society
would be able to understand the magnitude of the problem with women being sexually
assaulted (Bludau, 2021). Following the actress’ Tweet, the hashtag soon went viral
across multiple online platforms, specifically Twitter. Women across the world were
empathising with one another through the addition of the ‘#MeToo’ hashtag on their
posts about their sexual assault (Bludau, 2021). North (2019) points out that after the
movement had gained attention, that several US states had passed laws prohibiting the
use of nondisclosure agreements in sexual misconduct cases. California banned
agreements in sexual assault, harassment or discrimination cases with New York and
New Jersey following in 2018 (North, 2019). This example shows that the ‘#MeToo’
movement had a positive impact on creating an online space for people to support one
another as well as creating a push for change of sexual misconduct laws in America. The
next case study encourages a similar community but for those who want to end police
brutality and stand against racial injustices (Borda & Marshall, 2020, as cited by Bludau,
2021). The ‘#BlackLivesMatter’ hashtag had a much stronger impact on Instagram,
which advocates the end of police brutality and standing up against racial injustices
(Borda & Marshall, 2020 as cited by Bludau, 2021). Instagram became a feed full of

black squares, with 28 million users posting Blackout Tuesday content using the trending
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hashtag ‘#BlackOutTuesday’ on the 2" June in 2020, to show their support for the
‘BLM’ with major companies, influencers and celebrities taking part (Ho, 2020 as cited
by Bludau, 2021). The black squares were to represent a ‘disrupt’ to regular content to
acknowledge the longstanding racial injustice towards black people, particularly across
America (Bludau, 2021). This occurred shortly after George Floyd, a black man, was
murdered because of police brutality in America, which caused an uproar on social media
(Dixon & Dundes, 2020). Hashtags enable the connection of other movements and
sharing of information (Bludau, 2021). The ‘BlackLivesMatter’ Movement has shown
that activists have used social media as a form of resistance, but also as an online
community where they can voice their opinions on the lack of representation on racial
injustices in the media (Bludau, 2021). ‘#BlackLivesMatter’ hashtag users became part of
an online community through supporting each other via clicktivism, through sharing of
information to do with donating to BLM affiliate organizations to support bail funds for
protesters as well as promoting offline rallies and protests to push for government
changes.

These case studies both reflect my argument that hashtag activism occurring on social
media platforms, such as Twitter and Instagram, have positively impacted the ability for
users to speak up, connect with one another and raise awareness on important topics that
may have been silenced in the past. It has also allowed users to be well informed of
offline protests, rallies and foundations that are in support of these issues. This is
achieved through the tools that platforms such as Twitter and Instagram offer, such as the
trending of hashtags to share information and through ‘clicktivism’ to show support as an
individual user. As you can see, social media platforms such as Instagram and Twitter,

show to be successful networks in online advocacy and in encouraging people to speak

up.

The rise of social media platforms such as Twitter and Instagram, have opened new
forms of activism through the ability to educate users, to form supportive communities
and by expanding the audience reached in comparison to offline (Freelon et al., 2020).

My position is that these platforms have positively impacted online activism in the way it
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has created multiple informed communities of users with similar concerns, thoughts, and
experiences. Social media activism has created communities of users with similar
opinions, stories and encourages users to support one another (Bludau, 2021). For
example, the ‘#MeToo’ Movement and hashtag that circulated online networks
encouraged victims of sexual assault to speak up (Rodino-Colocino, 2018, as cited by
Bludau, 2021). On Instagram, the official ‘Me Too Movement’ account has gained 89
thousand followers with their company description stating they began from a viral
hashtag to a global organization in a bid to eradicate sexual violence through shifting
culture and policies (Instagram, 2022). Following their website link, they have multiple
organizations in action for users to connect with one another with groups such as
‘Freefrom’ which is a two-day gathering of sexual assault survivors to come together to
encourage support to one another, promote future safety and financial security (Freefrom,
2022).

This movement not only raised an important issue within the media, but also created a
global community of victims of sexual assault who could share their stories and feel less
isolated in their experience. My argument is that due to online activism such as this
movement, it suggests that the allowance of platforms such as Twitter or Instagram,
enables users to join online communities through Twitter threads, Twitter or Instagram
accounts and joining offline communities that have initially began online. This enables
them to feel less alone in their experiences and creates a silver lining to their experience.
The silver lining being the courage they have developed in sharing their stories with other
victims or even speaking up publicly about their experiences to raise awareness.

The ‘#BlackLivesMatter’ movement had a similar effect in the formation of online
communities, with the online activism resulting in multiple protests all over America

(Bludau, 2021). This has led to numerous support groups, foundations and online spaces
for people suffering this oppression to communicate with each other.

These platforms are effective in forming communities and showing support of one
another. Images and videos of multiple killings of unarmed black victims by law
enforcement in America circulated globally online, with platforms such as Instagram and
Twitter being flooded with calls to action, offline protests, rallies and provided users with

ways that they can help stop racial injustice (Bludau, 2021). This movement created a
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global community of people to stand in unity and to act in their own communities on
racism. This case study suggests that Instagram and Twitter have positively impacted
activism by reaching users globally with hashtags and forming communities in support to
encourage change in society, particularly in America. Twitter and Instagram have official
profiles named ‘BlackLivesMatter’ with over 5 million followers collectively
(BlackLivesMatter, 2022). The consistent discussions that occur on every post, and
petitions in call for change that are shared consistently, all indicates the impact these
platforms have had in building a community of like-minded users. These movements
support my argument in that digital media has positively improved activism by the ability
to spread information globally to reach target audiences, in comparison to an offline
position, where protestors would need to grab traditional media’s attention to spread
awareness (Freelon et al., 2020). This form of traditional activism can be quite an urgent
process, as activists want immediate change by engaging in radical activities to gain the
right attention from mainstream news studios but can backfire due to its misinterpretation
from these outlets (Maddison & Scalmer, 2005). This suggests that online activism is a
favourable form of activism as users can share things individually with the right

intentions, unfiltered by a news outlet and can connect with other activists.

According to Hong and Nadler (2015), social media platforms like Twitter and Instagram
are powerful tools for activists because they ‘act as an equaliser,” and can encourage a
push for socio-political change (Freelon et al., 2020). What Hong and Nadler mean by
this is that it is an equal playing field for all types of activists. For example, less well
funded politicians are able to utilise the free broadcast tools that Twitter and Instagram
provides, they can freely share any promotional content that circulates the platform, and
the algorithms the platforms provide enables users to self-select the information they
want to consume, which has the potential to polarize information consumption (Hong &
Nadler 2015). Digital media and the accessibility that these platforms offer, allow people

from all walks of life and the less privileged to be able to gain attention from politicians,
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world leaders and any other influential people (Hong & Nadler, 2015). It allows users to
contribute to social discussions that they may not have had the opportunity to in an
offline situation and who are outside of the power mainstream within the democratic
discourse (Hong & Nadler, 2015). Digital media has provided activists with
unprecedented tools around the world to help realize their socio-political

visions. According to Freelon (2020), online activists use two processes in advocating for
a cause which will be unpacked. The first is appealing directly to platform users and
placing message control mostly in their hands. The second is using these platforms to
attract journalists’ attention with the idea that they will report on the movement (Freelon
et al., 2020).

In a political situation, social media is a handy tool to alter the dynamics of political
competition, for example since 2012, most American politicians have had a Twitter
account (Hong & Nadler, 2015). Digital media allows for ‘digital democracy’ which
presents a more diverse expression of media users to share their input in political
scenarios (Hong & Nadler, 2015). When users share posts with hashtags, they can
encourage a widespread engagement of ordinary users who relate to the message or want
to show support, which causes them to ‘trend’ (Freelon et al., 2020). This ‘trending’ then
triggers the attention from high class and influential people such as celebrities,
businesses, politicians, mainstream news outlets and people with power (Freelon et al.,
2020). This shows the power social media holds in gaining attention from people in
positions of power that most people would never be able to achieve in an offline
situation. Instagram and Twitter prove as powerful tools in raising issues of importance to
these influential people, who may be able to have an impact on spreading information or
making a change (Freelon et al., 2020). An example of a celebrity influence is Caitlyn
Jenner, a very well-known transgender woman and parent to the Kardashian celebrity
sisters, who has used social media platforms to perform social activism for transgender
visibility and has expressed desires to become a ‘trans-ambassador’ from a political
standpoint, after former president of America ‘Donald Trump’ had tried to ban
transgender people from the military (Pham, 2017 as cited by Williams, 2020). Due to
Jenner’s political involvement and her identification as a transgender woman, this

increases her visibility and engagement with transgender politics (Williams, 2020).
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Jenner has created an entire community with ordinary transgender people through these
social networks as a way for them to all engage and show support to one another
(Williams, 2020). Caitlyn started ‘The Caitlyn Jenner Foundation” which can be found
across multiple platforms such as Instagram and Twitter, to support organizations doing
on the ground and impactful work to support the transgender community and improve
transgender rights (Caitlyn Jenner Foundation, 2022). The foundation funds many smaller
transgender communities such as the “Trans Chorus LA’ on Instagram, and the ‘Trans
Latin @ Coalition’ with a huge community on Instagram and Twitter. Similarly, social
media platforms such as Instagram, Tumblr and Twitter have indicated a connection with
the transgender community and transgender celebrities as networks for them to engage
and promote self-representation (Williams, 2020). Further, this would be almost
impossible to achieve offline in gaining the attention from an elite celebrity. The
‘#MeToo’ movement on Twitter also garnered the attention of celebrities such as Lady
Gaga, Rose McGowan and Milano, who were considered crucial in mobilising a large-
scale protest and pushing for the movement (Trott, 2020).

These examples reflect my argument that the accessibility that platforms such as
Instagram and Twitter offer, provides the opportunity to reach out to people with high
influence who can spread awareness on an issue and potentially impact a social change to

their audience and beyond.

Social media has transformed activism today with platforms such as Instagram and
Twitter playing a huge role in enabling the spread of information through hashtags, the
social networks that organically form from these movements and the influence that
powerful digital media users can have on bringing awareness to an issue. I argue that
these social media platforms have benefited activism in a push for social change, by
utilising the platform’s tools in spreading awareness and information to other users.
These social platforms encourage hashtag activism to push for social justices, the spread
of information globally, the formation of minorities and the ability in attracting

influential people’s attention, all in a push for social and political change.
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Online networks have drastically impacted activism and social change. Digital media
changes fast, so it will be interesting to see how online activism will progress even more

in the years to come.
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