
There	is	a	massive	class	and	race-based	chasm	in
digital	activism	in	the	US
A	great	deal	of	research	and	commentary	about	online	spaces	focuses	on	who	consumes	online	content	and	how.
But	what	about	those	who	are	producing	content	online?	In	new	research,	Jen	Schradie	looks	at	activism	in	North
Carolina	around	labour	laws,	and	finds	that	middle	and	upper	class	groups	are	much	more	likely	to	be	digital
activists,	while	working	class	–	and	predominantly	African	American	–	groups	are	not	using	online	spaces	for
activism	as	much.	She	writes	that	not	only	do	most	working-class	activists	simply	not	have	the	time	to	be	online,	but
they	also	frequently	do	not	feel	empowered	to	use	online	spaces	for	activism,	an	issue	which	can	be	made	worse
by	fears	about	retaliation	from	employers.	
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When	I	started	my	research	project	on	digital	activism,	I	expected	to	find	some	socioeconomic	inequality.	But	even
I,	a	digital	inequality	scholar,	was	shocked	at	just	how	much.

My	research	focuses	broadly	on	‘digital	democracy’,	as	in	what	in	the	heck	that	means	and	how	accurate	it	is.	Is	the
internet	really	a	pluralist	space?	In	2006,	Time	Magazine	named	‘You’	the	person	of	the	year,	as	in	everyone	could
participate	in	the	new	digital	public	sphere,	especially	with	the	social	media	platforms	launching	at	the	time.	But	I
wanted	to	know	who	that	‘You;	was,	exactly.	I	ended	up	conducting	a	variety	of	studies	where	I	went	beyond	the
contemporary	digital	divide	scholarship	which	tended	to	focus	on	who	was	able	to	access	the	internet,
or	consuming	online	content.	I	was	interested	in	who	was	producing	that	content.	More	than	seven	years	ago,	I
analysed	survey	data	in	the	United	States;	I	found	an	extensive	digital	production	gap.	While	age	was	certainly	in
play,	one	of	the	most	persistent	factors	over	time	was	socioeconomic	status,	primarily	educational	level,	as	well	as
income.	People	with	a	college	education	were	often	twice	as	likely	to	post	online	content	across	ten	internet
activities.	

While	mapping	this	basic	digital	difference	showed	just	one	of	the	limitations	of	digital	democracy	claims,	five	years
later	another	round	of	participatory	euphoria	rang	out.	This	time,	Time	magazine	celebrated	the	activist	–	often
armed	with	digital	tools	–	as	their	person	of	the	year	in	2011.	The	online	participatory	hype	was	focused	on	large-
scale	and	digitally	visible	protest	actions,	such	as	the	Arab	Spring	or	Occupy	Wall	Street.	But	I	wanted	to	know	how
everyday	activists	were	using	the	internet	for	their	political	activities.	So	I	looked	at	one	political	issue	around	which
a	variety	of	groups	organised.	In	this	way,	I	was	able	to	harness	variation	–	not	only	with	social	class	differences	but
also	ideological	ones,	as	well.
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I	examined	the	groups	who	were	supporting	or	opposing	the	labour	rights	issue	of	collective	bargaining	for	public
employees	in	one	American	state,	North	Carolina.	There	are	a	handful	of	US	states	in	which	public	workers	–	from
teachers	to	firefighters	–	are	not	able	to	have	a	union	contract.	North	Carolina	conservative	organisations,	such	as
Tea	Parties	or	think	tanks,	wanted	to	keep	this	ban	in	place	while	progressive	groups,	like	civil	rights	or	labour
unions,	wanted	to	overturn	it.

This	was	an	ideal	issue,	not	only	because	it	was	contentious	and	attracted	groups	across	the	ideological	spectrum,
but	I	also	could	compare	groups	from	different	social	classes.	While	it	may	seem	like	this	labour	issue	was	old-
school	and	attracted	only	older	organisations	and	activists,	it	turned	out	that	the	age	of	the	groups	–	and	people
themselves	–	also	varied,	from	college	students	to	senior	citizens.	This	diversity	of	activists	resulted	from	how	this
hot-button	issue	was	not	seen	as	a	narrow	union	topic	but	more	as	a	social	movement	issue,	largely	due	to	the	lack
of	unions	in	the	southern	US.

I	found	34	groups	in	this	political	arena	organised	around	this	issue,	and	I	created	a	digital	activism	score	for	each
group	based	on	their	website,	Facebook	and	Twitter	use.	The	score	not	only	captured	what	the	groups	themselves
created	but	also	how	(and	how	much)	people	participated	with	them	online.	In	my	research,	I	show	that
middle/upper-class	groups	not	only	developed	these	platforms	more	than	their	working-class	counterparts,	but	they
also	had	heightened	online	participation,	as	well.	In	fact,	out	of	the	over	60,000	Tweets	that	these	groups	had
posted	during	the	course	of	the	study,	only	one	came	from	a	working-class	group,	which	was	statistically	zero.

But	I	also	wanted	to	know	why	these	predominantly	African	American	working-class	groups	were	not	harnessing
the	power	of	the	internet.	I	spent	time	interviewing	folks,	as	well	as	attending	meetings,	events,	and	observing	their
everyday	digital	use	(or	lack	thereof).	The	usual	suspect	of	resources	was	prevalent	–	neither	the	groups	nor
individual	activists	always	had	functioning	computers	or	smart	phones.	The	lack	of	skills	was	also	a	factor,	both
among	the	staff	and	for	people	to	keep	up	with	the	latest	social	media	platforms’	functions.	But	there	were	other
more	profound	reasons	why	some	activists	had	not	taken	up	digital	activism.

First,	many	working-class	activists	simply	didn’t	have	the	time	to	be	online.	While	some	may	begrudge	all	of	the
time	spent	in	front	of	computers	and	phones	or	perhaps	may	find	social	media	addictive	and	want	to	take	breaks
from	it,	some	people	simply	are	not	able	to	be	online	24/7,	even	if	they	do	own	a	smartphone	with	an	affordable
data	plan	(which	is	not	always	the	case).	Some	activists	I	talked	to	had	to	surrender	their	phones	when	they
clocked	into	work,	or	they	were	working	two	or	three	jobs	to	make	ends	meet	and	didn’t	have	time	to	post,	comment
or	like.

In	addition,	working-class	activists	would	often	tell	me	that	computers	or	social	media	were	for	‘other’	people.	Many
simply	didn’t	feel	empowered	to	post	on	Twitter,	for	instance.	It	was	‘too	fast’.	While	this	certainly	was	related	to
skills,	it	was	also	something	more.	Some	of	these	disempowerment	responses	were	from	people	who	had	html
training	or	knew	their	way	around	the	internet,	yet	they	still	frequently	said,	‘I’m	not	a	computer	person’.

Finally,	some	black	working-class	activists	were	afraid	to	participate	in	online	conversations	about	their	work-place
struggles.	Once	they	had	started	to	try	to	organise	a	union,	some	university	janitorial	workers	had	found	nooses	at
work,	reminiscent	of	lynching.	Fearing	retaliation,	either	of	physical	violence	or	of	losing	their	jobs,	online	activism
was	too	much	of	an	individualised,	rather	than	collectivised,	action	for	them.	So	they	didn’t	feel	as	protected	by	the
internet	as	by	the	community,	religious	or	labour	groups	they	were	a	part	of,	and	these	organisations	weren’t	online
themselves,	so	the	digital	activism	gap	just	perpetuated	itself.	Simply,	for	many	it	felt	threatening,	especially	in	this
region	of	the	United	States,	the	Black	Belt	South,	which	is	a	former	slave-holding	area	with	a	significant	African
American	population.

Yet	the	middle-	to	upper-class	groups	had	staff	or	members	who	had	much	more	confidence,	time,	skills	and
resources	to	be	active	online,	especially	older	white	Tea	Party	and	other	patriot	activists.

A	common	assumption	is	that	the	costs	of	collective	action	are	lower	in	the	digital	era	–	people	no	longer	need	to
come	to	meetings	or	send	out	expensive	newsletters.	But	I	found	that	not	only	were	these	cost	reductions	not
evenly	distributed	across	groups	but	that	for	some,	costs	were	even	higher	in	the	internet	era.	Resources	and	risk
were	just	some	of	the	obstacles	to	participate	online	in	what	may	seem	so	simple	or	seamless	for	others.

This	article	gives	the	views	of	the	author,	and	not	the	position	of	Democratic	Audit.	It	was	first	published	on	the
LSE’s	USAPP	–	American	Politics	and	Policy	blog.
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This	article	is	based	on	the	paper,	‘The	Digital	Activism	Gap:	How	Class	and	Costs	Shape	Online	Collective	Action’,
in	Social	Problems.	Jen	Schradie	also	traces	many	of	these	findings	in	a	forthcoming	book	out	this	spring
by	Harvard	University	Press,	The	Revolution	That	Wasn’t:	How	Digital	Activism	Favors	Conservatives.	

About	the	author	
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has	found	that	inequalities,	ideologies,	and	institutions	shape	participation	in	our	new	information

society.

	

Similar	Posts

Why	it	is	essential	we	design	the	right	digital	democracy	tools	to	suit	local	conditions
Most	political	parties	completely	fail	to	respond	to	email	enquiries,	wasting	an	opportunity	for	politicians	to
reconnect	with	voters	online
Parliamentary	websites,	transparency	and	the	quality	of	democracy:	where	does	the	UK	stand?
How	internet	voting	could	help	to	make	more	votes	count
Brexit	and	election	advertising:	an	asset	for	some,	a	liability	for	others

Democratic Audit: There is a massive class and race-based chasm in digital activism in the US Page 3 of 3

	

	
Date originally posted: 2019-02-12

Permalink: https://www.democraticaudit.com/2019/02/12/there-is-a-massive-class-and-race-based-chasm-in-digital-activism/

Blog homepage: https://www.democraticaudit.com/

https://academic.oup.com/socpro/article/65/1/51/4795348
https://www.hup.harvard.edu/catalog.php?isbn=9780674972339
https://www.sciencespo.fr/osc/en
https://www.democraticaudit.com/2019/01/31/why-it-is-essential-we-design-the-right-digital-democracy-tools-to-suit-local-conditions/
https://www.democraticaudit.com/2014/06/10/most-political-parties-completely-fail-to-respond-to-email-enquiries-wasting-an-opportunity-for-politicians-to-reconnect-with-voters-online/
https://www.democraticaudit.com/2014/01/17/parliamentary-websites-transparency-and-the-quality-of-democracy-where-does-the-uk-stand/
https://www.democraticaudit.com/2020/03/10/how-internet-voting-could-help-to-make-more-votes-count/
https://www.democraticaudit.com/2020/01/28/brexit-and-election-advertising-an-asset-for-some-a-liability-for-others/

	There is a massive class and race-based chasm in digital activism in the US
	About the author
	Similar Posts


