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Introduction:

A landfill too close to a child’s swing-set; equal pay for equal work; a politician to believe in; the need for tax reform; destruction of old growth forests; inequality in access to educational resources—the list of events that call millions of us into activism each year is endless.  We perceive something as unjust, damaging or just down-right stupid and we are compelled to take action.  Sometimes our action is solitary, more often we join the ranks of other activists in the hopes that our numbers will result in a quick resolution.  We conduct letter writing campaigns, we blanket areas with flyers, we knock on doors, make phone calls, and talk to as many people as we possibly can.  Sometimes our voices are heard, sometimes not.  We go on like this for years, sure the issues change, we win some and we lose some, but unfortunately the modern world does not appear to be lacking in incidents of injustice.
The Internet—a word and concept relatively unknown until the mid-1990s—has transformed the world.  “The Internet is a worldwide network of interconnected computer networks with millions of users” (Lockard and Abrams, 2004, p. 39).  The Internet has infilitrated all areas of our lives from work to school to home, it is becoming increasingly unlikely that one has never heard of or used the Internet.  Browning (2002) states that, “The Internet is rapidly becoming the vital link in all of our communications, political and otherwise” (p. 3).  According to Lockard and Abrams (2004), “Research scientists at CERN, the European center for nuclear particle research, created the World Wide Web to expediate the process of locating information” (p. 42).  In addition to locating information we are using the Internet for shopping, communication, entertainment, and numerous other uses.  

Although the Internet, like the printing press, revolutionized the world it did not eliminate the world in which it is necessary to take action in order to protect ourselves or right a wrong.  The Internet, however, has changed the way we organize our actions, the way we find our information, the way we inform, and the way we gather.  The Internet and social activism have intersected and as a result each has impacted the other.  In many ways the Internet has allowed activism to have a greater impact; and, yet the Internet has also allowed for activism to go relatively unnoticed or ignored.  
Activism via the Internet:


Just as the contemporaries of the printing press could not ignore its impact, activists cannot ignore the impact of the Internet on their work.  In fact, it would seem that activists have done just the opposite and embraced the Internet as a tool for their work.  Coombs (1998) argues that, “The Internet can be used to increase the power resources available to activists” (p. 290).  Activists have certainly found power in the Internet, in the ability to gather significant amounts of information in a short period of time and communicating with large groups of people in a matter of seconds.  The Internet has also allowed activists to play a greater role in their own presentation to the world.  “Unlike television during the civil rights era, the Internet enables activist groups to exert some control over the dissemination of information relating to their protests” (Lee, 2000, p. 379).  Activist organizations now have the power to control some of the information known about them or at least a place in which to refute incorrect information.  

An Internet search for activism or any derivative there of will reveal that activists and activist organizations certainly have not ignored the Internet.  In fact, activism via the Internet has now become a business venture with such organizations as E-advocates.  E-advocates is an enterprise of Capitol Advantage which claims to be the “nation’s top provider of cyberlobbying technology.”  E-advocates provides an array of services and consultants in order to develop a grassroots advocacy campaign via the Internet.  In his search, Browning (2002) found over 100 political consultants that specialize in “such Internet-centric services as online fundraising, lobbying, and organizing, and “e-mail campaigns” (p. 12).  With a little Internet knowledge and web design know-how an entire political or advocacy campaign can be run via the Internet.


One of the significant impacts that the Internet has had on activism is information availability.  Browning (2002) believes that, “The Internet is the most powerful data-collecting tool humankind has yet devised” (p. 67).  Activists have used such tools as THOMAS to stay abreast of Congressional activity.  Run by the Library of Congress, THOMAS is a database of Congressional information.  Activists can use tools such as THOMAS to gather information regarding the Congressional Record and Bills. This information allows activists to act in a timely manner regarding Bills of interest to them.  Browning (2002) states that,  “Communicating data effectively to Net users who are poised to act on it is almost as important to successful electronic organizing as gaining access to information in the first place.” (p. 34).   Before activist organizations ask members to act they must gather data on the topic and the course of action.  The Internet has greatly impacted this aspect of activism with its ready supply of information.


Atherton (1997) refers to Marjorie Mayo’s assertion that “radical educationalists” need to find “creative spaces” in which to explore critical intelligence and social change (p. 1).  Atherton (1997) states that, “It is my contention that ICT (Information Communications Technology) represents the biggest ‘creative space’ ever seen.  What ICT offers is the almost unlimited potential for communication and interaction from an informed perspective.  At last real information about people’s places in the world relative to dominant forces can be effectively shared” (p. 1).  The Internet in essence becomes the “creative space” or meeting place that both Mayo and Atherton refer to.  The Internet has the ability to bring together activists from across the world, across generations, across social classes, across languages to unite for or against a single cause.  “This feedback loop (that of email and information) is an example of how the Internet, when used well, can extend the shoulder-to-shoulder solidarity one feels on the street to fellow participants across the nation and around the globe” (Brown & Wimsatt, 2004, p. 170.).  The Internet has revolutionized activism by allowing the world to unite virtually.   


Not only does the Internet supply readily available information and a virtual meeting place it can disseminate information exponentially in a matter of moments.  “The practice of “forwarding” (emails) multiples the distribution of this (political/activist) information geometrically” (Browning, 2002, p. 5).    An email containing important information about an upcoming action can become widespread via email and mailing lists in a short amount of time.  This has had a significant impact on brining people together for action.  Brown and Wimsatt (2004) state that, “This “tell a friend” phenomenon is key to how organizing happens on the Net” (p. 169).  Information gets dispersed through friends, family and coworkers.  Brown and Wimsatt (2004) continue, “Email is cheap, fast, and easy to use, and it has made mixing the personal and the political more socially acceptable” (p. 169).  Discussing an issue of social justice with a coworker at a cocktail party is often much more difficult than simply forwarding an email or a petition to the same coworker.  The Internet and email have not only made the sharing of this type of information easier, but also more acceptable.  If the coworker does not agree with the subject of the email the email can simply be deleted whereas trying to escape a conversation at a cocktail party requires more tact.  


The Internet has also opened up a mode of communication that is more interactive and open to all who wish to participate.  Browning (2002) argues that the Internet’s greatest strength “is its ability to support simultaneous, interactive communications among many people” (p. 5).  Activists the world over can communicate simultaneously about one action.  In addition to enhancing communication modalities the Internet enables people to find each other with ease and little incurred cost.  The Internet“(A)llows political activists to reach out to like-minded members of the public without having to spend millions on four-color pamphlets and television commercials” (Browning, 2002, p. 6).  People’s interests guide their Internet searching and they will encounter others with the same interests and thus begin to build a community of like-minded individuals.  

An interesting and important result of Internet use in activism is the creation of new activists.  “According to (Eli) Pariser (campaign director of MoveOn), most MoveOn (an online activist organization) members do not define themselves as activists.  Rather, MoveOn is often their first step into political action—and what inspires them to take that step is usually an email message” (Brown & Wimsatt, 2004, p. 170).  It is an important consideration for activists and those in the opposition that an email or a webpage can involve previously uninvolved persons in political or social action.  The Internet with its ease, information dissemination, and its ripple communication effect has opened activism up to all who would care to participate.  
Political Activism via the Internet:


Perhaps the arena of Internet activism with the greatest number of participants and perhaps the greatest impact is that of political activism.  Internet political activism has taken a role that politicians and those who oppose them cannot ignore.  Those hoping to be elected and those already in office must deal with the reality of the Internet and its impact on them and their political decisions.  Constituents and politicians alike can campaign, fundraise, lobby and organize via the Internet.   Lee (2000) states that, “Today, political activists are using the Web to organize and mobilize for civic action in ways that may prove more influential than past uses of print and television media” ( p. 378).  The Internet has changed the way that politics is conducted.  

The Internet has allowed the public to become involved in political decisions in ways never previously conceived of.  The amount of information on the Internet and the ability to quickly share this information has brought political activists into the Congressional Chambers.  Dick Morris, quoted in Risinger (2000), states that the Internet has resulted in a state in which “direct citizen involvement and interest (in politics) is almost constant” (p. 305).  Risinger (2000) continues Morris’ thought with, “We are about to enter an era of pure Jeffersonian democracy, where Internet town meetings will convey daily or weekly advice to elected officials and structure most of the major decisions on important issues” (p. 305).  The Internet is shifting the role of the governed and their involvement in that which governs.  Citizens can now be constantly informed of Congressional measures and express their opinions quickly via email.  


The world of politics has changed its address from 1600 Pennsylvania Ave to www.whitehouse.gov.  Lee (2000) writes that, “The lobbying of legislators, the marketing of candidates and issues, and fundraising for political campaigns are all moving online.  Legislative lobbying via e-mail is rapidly replacing the old “call your Congressman” mantra” (Lee, 2000, p. 378).  The epicenter of politics has shifted.  This is not only occurring in the United States, but around the world as well.  An Internet campaign successfully elected an underdog to one of Korea’s highest political positions.  The movers and shakers of politics can now do their moving and shaking online and must be prepared to be shaken via the Internet as well.  

Although lobbying and campaigning via the Internet has significantly impacted politics, the biggest impact of the Internet on politics may be yet to come.  “Activism represents only a small fraction of the political influence exerted by the Web.  A more significant impact of the Internet involves its potential for web-based voting and other forms of constitutional political participation” (Lee, 2000, p. 378).  The possibility of voting via the Internet has been discussed and experimented with.  Browning (2002) believes that, “E-voting also has the potential to change voter turnout rates dramatically” (p. 95).  Some believe that it will involve more people in the political process and more voters will “turn out” to vote; others believe voting via the Internet will have no impact on voter turn out or political participation.  

There are questions and concerns about voting via the Internet. Risinger (2000) raises four areas of concern:  the digital divide, how will those without access to the Internet be accommodated on Election Day?; Internet security, can Internet voting be secured from hackers and technological glitches?; civility and the First Amendment, how to protect First Amendment rights while maintaining civil political discussions; and finally, a concern of mob rule, the negative reaction to Arab-Americans after 9/11 could have resulted in mob rule, how can this be tempered? (p. 306).  

The use of the Internet to inform, organize and advocate does not necessarily result in success or action.  “He (Eli Pariser, campaign director of MoveOn) cites recent studies from Yale’s Institute for Social and Policy Studies demonstrating that email on its own—just like direct mail and commercial phone banking—does not increase voter turnout” (Brown & Wimsatt, 2004, p. 171).  The depth and breadth of the information available via the Internet, the ease of communication and its ability to unify does not guarantee results.  “Certainly e-mail is the key to a number of Internet-based grassroots organizing and political tactics that have proven their worth over the years.  But if the aim is to get a message across to elected officials, experts in online organizing say, e-mailing those officials is a waste of energy” (Browning, 2002, p. 56).  The double edge sword of the Internet and email is its ease also makes it easy to ignore.  Browning (2002) continues, “Such floods of e-mail don’t accomplish much because Members of Congress and their staffs don’t have time to read all the messages. Congressional offices take personal letters sent through the regular mail most seriously, followed by personal visits and telephone calls” (p. 59).  Ironically, what is now seen as old fashioned carries more weight than modern means of communication.  The Internet could be the perfect tool for political activism, however, it is a tool that may not be able to accomplish the desired goal—political and social change.  

Feminism on the Internet:


Political activism is not the only form of activism that has added the Internet to its activist toolkit.  It is probably safe to say that the majority of major social activist organizations have a web address in addition to a street address.  Human rights organizations such as Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch both have webpages and conduct actions via the Internet.  Environmental organizations such as the Sierra Club and The Nature Conservancy do the same.  Social organizations such as the National Organization of Women and Mothers Against Drunk Driving also have webpages and action alerts via the Internet.  

Feminism has also fought its way onto the Internet.  Gerrard (2002) conducted an examination of feminist websites and found that, “Throughout the World Wide Web, women assert their power as women:  They use the Web to influence the political arena, to support one another’s careers, to celebrate women’s accomplishments, and to sabotage misogynist language and stereotypes” (p. 297).  This serves as evidence that most forms of activism will find their way to the Internet.  She also found that, “Not surprisingly, some of the most visibly powerful sites are those whose purpose is feminist activism, sites that strive to gain power for women through the political process” (Gerrard, 2002, p. 298).  Again, the Internet provides a place from which to gain and wield power.  “These features (online petitions, etc.) make the exercise of political power possible for women who might not be able to find time for it—for example, women juggling family and career or staying at home with young children” (Gerrard, 2002, p. 299).  The ease participation in activism is not lost on busy women.  


Gerrard (2002) found that via the Internet women are reclaiming what was once used against them and reshaping it to fit their own needs.  “It is in this gleefully defiant tradition that scores of women’s web sites have reclaimed pejorative labels for women” (Gerrard, 2002, p. 303).  Sites such as Heartless Bitches, which defines bitch as Being In Total Control Honey, are examples of this phenomenon.  There are also sites such as Geekgirl which “explores anti-women behavior in cyberspace” (Gerrard, 2002, p. 308).

Concerns:

Although the Internet appears to be advancing numerous areas of advocacy and participation, perhaps some more successfully than others, the Internet does have its detractors and those with concerns.  While some may use the Internet to work towards a more just society, the access to the Internet itself can be an area of serious injustice.  Although the Internet is becoming more affordable and more easily accessible to all, there are factions of society whose access to the Internet is nonexistent or limited.  A digital divide exists in our society between those who have access to the Internet and those who do not.  The majority of those who feel the injustice of lack of Internet access are minorities and those of low socioeconomic status.  Although the Internet is more affordable the cost is still too much when compared to other needs such as food and shelter.  Others who may be limited in their access to the Internet are the elderly, the disabled, and the illiterate.  

Some have argued that the Internet is the great equalizer because everyone is seen as an equal because no one is seen.  However, Browning (2002) remarks that, “The barriers only disappear once people actually reach the Internet.  Those who don’t have the resources that get wired are shut out just as effectively as if a door had slammed in their faces” (Browning, 2002, p. 79).  If one cannot reach the Internet the equality and access it provides cannot become a reality.  The demographics of Internet users is diversifying, however, we have a long way to go to ensure that all members of society have access to the Internet if they desire.  


Another concern related to Internet use and activism is that of “hacktivism”  Hacktivism is similar to what is termed ecoterroism or extreme measures taken to advocate for one’s cause.  Lee (2000) explains hacktivism as “The capacity for large scale disruptions inherent in the online world is represented by groups using the Internet as a means for promoting “hacktivism” (deliberate attacks on Web servers)” (p. 379).  Hacktivists can encourage the sending of large quantities of emails to a company in order to slow down or stop their system.  “The Zapatista movement in the Mexican State of Chiapas was the first high profile group to employ attacks on Web servers in the pursuit is its political goals” (Lee, 2000, p. 379).  Just like any other tool the Internet can be used for good or bad.  
Conclusion:


There is little question that the intersection of the Internet and activism has not impacted both parties.  The Internet has had to modify itself based on the needs of activist and activists have modified their tactics based on the Internet.  Most would argue that the Internet cannot replace face to face grassroots activism.  “As with the phone, television, or computer-generated direct mail, the Internet won’t replace traditional organizing, but it does alter the rules in important ways” (Brown & Wimsatt, 2004, p. 172).  The Internet has changed the face of activism.  The Internet may not have increased the success rate of activist organizations, but it has invited more people into the world of activism.  Brown and Wimsatt (2004) conclude that, “Whatever else it has done, the Internet has helped to level the playing field between entrenched government, corporate, and media power, and an insurgent citizenry.  The future might indeed be up for grabs”  ( p. 172).  


The next time a landfill is too close to a child’s swing-set, or an old growth forest is being destroyed, or there is a need for tax reform, or equality in access to educational resources look to the Internet to help you take action.  You can search for information, find others who are concerned about the same issue and email you representatives.  The floods of emails may be read and action taken or ignored and the status quo maintained.  This is the nature of the intersection of the Internet and activism.  

*  Please see the webpage, Activism via the Internet Links (http://www.u.arizona.edu/~arogers/social_activism_and_technology_links.html) for more resources and links to activist organizations on the Internet.  
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