
These are strong, and puzzltnS, claims. Why does it matter who is eating

whose lunch on the Intern.t? Ar€ PeoPle who log on to their Facebook Page

really the best hope for us all? As fqr Moldova's so-c.lled T\a'itter Revolutlon,

Evgeny Morozov, a scholar at Stanford who has been thc most persistent

of digital evangelismt critics, Point6 out that Trwltter had scant lnternal

significalce in Moldova, a country whcre very f€w Twltter accounts exist,

Nor does it seem to ha!'e been e revolqtiotl, not least because the Prot€sts-
as Anne Applebaum suSgpsted tn the Washington Post-mry well have been

a bit of stagecraft cooked uP by the government. (In e country Paranoid
about Romanian rcvanchism, the Prctesters flew a Romanian flag over the

Parltarnent buildlnS.) In the lr.nian caie, mcanwhile' the peoPlc twe€ting

about the demonstrations wcrealmost.ll in the We5t. "lt is time to 8ct Tktncrl - - -role in the eveots in Iran rlght," Golnaz Esfandiari wrcte, this past summer, in

Foreign'Policy. "slmplyput ThcEwat do Twitter Revolutlon instde lran." Thc

cadri of prominent bloggcra, llke And&w Sulllvan, who championed the role

of social media in Iran, Esfandtari continucd, misunderstood the sltuation.

"WesterD journalists who couldnt reach-or dtdnt bother .eachlng?-PeoPle

on the ground in Iran simply sctolled thrcugh the English-languag. tweets

posts with tag #iranelection," shc wrote. "Thmugh it all, no oa. secmed to

wonder why people trying to coordlnate Protests in lran would be wrltin8 in
any lanSuage othcr than Falsi."

Some of thk Srandlosity is to be exPected. InnoYatorc tcnd to bc lo

solipsists. They often want to cram every stray fact and exPerieoce into

their ttew model. As the hlstorian Robqt Darnton has written, "Thc

marvels of communication toch ology tn the present havc produced a false

consciousness about the past-even a sense thdt communication ha! no

history, or had nothing ofimportancc to contider bcfore the deys of televlsion

and the loternet." But there lr something elsc et work hcre, in the outsizcd

enthusiasm for social media, Fifty y€ars aftcr one of thc most extraordinary

episodes of social upheaval in American history, we seem to have forSotten

what activism i!.
Greensboro in the ea!t), trineteen-sixties was the kind of placc where

racial insubordination was routinely met with vlolence. The four rtudents

who first sat down at thc lunch counter wele terrified. "l suPPose if an/one

had come up behind me and yelled'Boo,'I think I would have hllen offmy
se.t;' one of them said later. On the 6rst day, the storc manager notifed
the police chie(, who imhcdiately sent two omcers to the store. On the

third day, a gang ofwhite toughs showld uP at the lunch counter atrd stood

ostentatiously behind the protesters, omlnously muttering epithets such as

"burr-head niggcr." A local Ku Klux Klan lcader made an appearance. On

Saturday, as tensions Srew; somcoDe called in a bomb threat, atld the entile
store had to be evacuated.
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The dangers were even clearer in the Mississippi Freedom Summer P.oiect
of 1964, another of the s€ntinel campaigns of the civil-rights movemerlt.
The Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee &cruited hundreds of
Northern, largely vhite unpaid volurteers to run Freedom Schools, regist€r
black voters, and raise civil-rights awareness in the Deep South. "No one
should go anlwlrere alonc, but c€rtainly not in an automobile and certainly not
at night," they were instructed. Within days of arrMttg in Mississippi, three
voluoteers-Michael Schwerner,)amesChaney, andAndrewGoodman-were
kidnapped and killed, and, during the rest of the sumrner, thirty-seven black
churches were set on 6re and dozens of safe houses werc bombed; voluntecrs
wet€ beaten, shot at, arrested, and trail€d by pickup truck full ofarmed men.
A quarter of those in the program dropped out. Activi$n that challenges the
status quo-that attacks deeply rooted problems-is not for the faint of heart.

What makes people capable ofthis kind ofactivism? The Stanford sociologist
DouS McAdam compared the Freedom Summer dropouts with the padicipants
who stayed, and discovercd that the key difference wasn't, as might be exp€cted,
ideological fervor. ",{ll of the applicants-participants aDd withdiawals atike-
emerge as highly committed, articulate supporters of the goals and values of
the summer programi he conduded- What mattered more was an applicantt
degree of personal connection to the civil'rights movement All the volunteers
were required to provide a list of personal contacts-1he people they wanted
kept apprised of thetu activiti€s-ard participants were far more likely than
dropouts lo h.ve close friends who were also going to Mirsissippi. High-risk
activism, McAdam concluded, is a "strong-tie" phenomenon.

This pattern shows up again aod agair. One study of the Red Brigades,
the ttalian terrorist group of the nineteen-seventies, found that seventy per
ce[t of recruits had at lealt one good friend already in the olganization. The
same is true of the men who ioined the muiahideen in Afghanistan. Even
revolutionary actions that look spontaneous, like th€ demonstrations in
East Germany that led to the fall of the Berlio Wall, are, at core, strong-tie
phenomena. The opposition movement in East G- grmany consisted of sevtral
hundred groups, each with roughly a dozen members. Each group was in
limited contact with the others: at the rirne. only thirteen per cent of East
Germans even had a phone. All they knew was that on Monday nights, outside
St, Ni.holas Church in downtown Leipzig, people gathered to yoice their anger
at thc 6tate. And the primary determinant of who showed up was "clitical
fliends"-the more friends you had who were critical ofthe regime the more
likely you wcre to ioin the protest.

So one crucial fact about the four freshmen at the Greensboro lunch
counter-David Richmond, Franklin Mccain, Ezell Blair, and )oseph
McNcil-was their rdationship with one another. McNeil was a roommate
of Blair's in A&T's Scott Hall dormitory. Richmond roomed with Mccain
orle floor up, ard Blair, Richmond, and Mccain had all gone to Dudley High
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School. The four would smuggle beer into the dorm and talk late into the night
in Blair and McNeil's room. :Ihey would all have remembered the murder of
Emmett Till in 1955, the Moqtgomsry bqs boycott that same year, and the
showdo\,{n in Little Rock in 1952 It was McNeil who brought up the idea of
a sit-itl at Woolworth!, They'd discussed tt for nearly a month. Then McNeil
came into the dorm room and askied th€ others ifthel were ready. There was

a pause, and McCain said, in a way that wprks only with people who talk late
ioto the night with one another, "Are you guys chicken or not?" Ezell Blair
worked up th€ courage the q€rt day to ask for a cup ofcoffee because he was
flanked by his roommat. and two good frieods from high school.

The kind of actMsm assoaiated with social media isnt like this at all.
The platfo ns of social media are birilt around weak ties. Twltter is a way of
following (or being followed by) people yon mq, nevei haveFetaFrcetsdbk
is a tool for emciently manaEilg yodr acqtraintances, for keeping up with the
people you would rot otherwise be able to stay in touch wlth, That's why lou
can have a thousand "friends" on Falebook as you never could in real life.

This is in many ways a wondeifirl thing. There is strength in weak ties,
as the sociologist Mark Granovetter has observed. Ou! acquaihtances-
not ou! friends-are our Eteatest lource of new ideas and information. The
Internet lets us exploit the power df these kinds of distant conoections wlth
marvelous eficiency. Itt terriic .t the diffusio[ of lnnovation, iflterdisciplinary
collaboration, seamlessly matdling up buyets and sellers, and the logistical
functions ofthe dating world. But *'eak ties seldom lead to high-dsk activism.

In a new book called "Thb Dradonfly Efrectr Quick !ffective, and Povrerful
Ways to Use Social Media to Drivc Social Change," the business consultarf Andy
Smith and the Stanfond Business School professor Jennifer Aaker rell rhe rroryof
Sameer Bhatia. ayoungSilicon Valley enuepreneur who came down with acute
myelogenous letrkemia. It'i r perfhct illustration of social mediat strEngths.
Bhatia needed a bone-mallow tran5plant, but hc could not nnd a match among
his relatives end friends. The odds were beJt with a donor ofhis ethniclty, and
there were few South Asians in the national bone-malrow database. So Bhatia's
busin€ss partner sent out an e-mail expl.inilg Bhatia's plight to more thatl four
hundred of their acquaintaflcos, Who forwalded the e-mail to their personal
contacts; Facebook paSes and YouTUbe videos were devoted to the Help Sameer
campaigrl. Eventually, neady twellty-frye thousand tl€w people i rere registered
in the bone-malrow database, afld Bhatia found a match.

But horir did the campaign get so many people to sign up? By not asking
too much ofthem. That's the only way you can get someone you dont really
know to do something on your Uehalf. You can get thousands of people to
sign up for a donor registry because doing so is pr€tty easy. You have to send
in a cheek swab aod-in the hlghly unlikely event that your bone marrow is a
good match for someone in need-speld a few hours at the hospital. Donating
bone marrow isnlt a trivial matter But it doesnl involve fnancial or personal
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unquestioned authority At th€ center of the mov'ment v'as the black chutch'

*iLi"r.ra. as Aldon b, Morris points out in his superb l9E4-study' "The

Sifiir,'"?,i" Ci"iL *tght' Mo'ement"' a carefullv demarcated 
-division 

of

;;X:;u; ;;il ;"niing committees and disciPlined SrouPs 'Each SrouP

rnras task-oriented andcoordinated its aclivities thlough authority structu res'

i1"'ii.'-rii"t. ;i^anrduals were held accourtable for their assigned duties'
,l"i 

ilo.t;, ;;ri;, were resolved bv the ministet vrho usuallv exercised

,lttm"te 
"rrtho.ity 

o'er the congregatioh "
'""'iii it iiii *!".a crucial distinction between traditional actiYism and its

""il;;;#;.t"1 
;"di" 

"re "ot "bout 
thit kind of hiererchical organlz'tion'

ir."i."i ""i 
,r," r*" "r. 

tods for building "tuork' 
which are the.oPPoslte'

rn'.irr.irti iJ 
"f,"."er, 

o(hierarchics Uo'like hierarchtes' wilh their rules

H;;;il;;;, ;ork st€nt conholled bv' 'ii8l:.::T:11 ":tlo'i-tv
D"ciiions are m"de through consensus' and the ties that bind P€oPle 10 me

croup are loose.o'"i,* 
,r-a*a" -"tas networks enormously resilient and adaPta-ble in.low-

rft riil"ti"",. Witip.dia is . Perfect €xamPle lt doesn t harc an editor' sining

iriif."]v"r[ *ft"a,'.*ts and corrects each entry The effort ofputting together

"ach 
entrv is self-orSanized tf evcry entry in wikiPedia 

-were 
to be eraseo

tomorr; the content would swlftly bc restored' becausc trrats what naPPens

-h"" , ""rrott 
.f tftousands sPonfar\eously devotc their tim€ to a task

rr'.* rre manv thinqs, though' that Detworks don t do weII Car companies 2'

*""i'Cf"'rt"-i ."*o.L L organize their hundreds of suPPlien' but not to

;H;h:;; ;"'; llo one believes that the articul'tion of a coherent design

ilil.""i"'*-i"tirr"Ji.d ty 
"'pt*ling' 

Ieodedess organizationsl rysteh'

L"."usi netwo.ks dottt have a ccntralired leadershiP structure and cL€ar lrn€s

;;;.;i; thev have real dificulty reaching consensus and-settiD8. Soals'

thev canl ihinkitrateglcally; they are chronically prone to contlict and error'

How do vou make difficult choices about tactlcs or strategy or Ph osoPn'cal

directio[when everyone has an equal say?

The Palestine Liberation Olganizrtion originated as e n€twork' ano me

international-relations scholars Mctte Eilstrup-Sangiovanni and caNen 
'ones

^roue 
in a recent essay in Internationdl Secutity that this is why it ran.mto sucn

i.iuUte 
"s 

it grew, itrr.rctural fe'turca typical of [etworks-the .'bsence,.or
central authoiity, the unchecked rutonomy o[ rlval grouPs' and ue maoxlry

to arbitrale qua;rels through formal mechanisms-made the PL U excessw€ly

irit.i"Uf" to outrfa" .ani-Puletlon and internal strifel'

tn Germanv in the nincte€n-sewnties' they 80 on' "the far more uJlified

*a.r.i*,itiil,n-*i,8 terroritts tended to organize hieratchically' wlth pro-

fessional management and clear divisions of labor' They were concentrareo

;;;;;;il""; universities. where they could establlsh central leader-

irrii ,iu"r, and camaraderie through regular' face'to-tace meetings lney

seldom betrayed their comrad€s in arms during Police interrogatlons tnelr
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counterparts on the right were organized as decentralized networks, and had
no such discipline. These groups were regularly infiltrated, and members,

once arrest€d, easily gave up their comrades. Simtlarh Al Qaeda wa6 most
dangelous wten it was a unified hierarchy. Now that it has dissipated into a

networlc it has proved far less effective,
The drawbacks ofnetworks scarcely matter if the network isn't iflterested

in systemic change-ifitjust wants to frighten or humlliate or make a splash-
or ifit doesnt need to thi[k st.ategically. But if you're takiDg on a powerful
ard orgallized establishment you have to be e hierarchy. The Mofltgomery
bus boycott required the participation of tens of thousands of people who
depended on public trensit to get to and from wolk each day. It lasted a /eat
In order to percuade those people to stay true to the cause, the boycott's
organizers tasked each local black church with maint.inirg morale, and put
together a fre€ alternative prlvate carpool service, with forty-eight dispatchers
and forty-two pickup stations. Even th€ Whit€ Citiz.ns Council, King late!
s.id, conceded that the carpool system moved with "military precision." By
the tlme King came to Bir{ningham, for lhe climactic showdown with Police
Commissioner Eugene (Bull) Connor, he had a budget ofa million dollars. and
a hundred full-time staff members on the ground, divided into operational
units. The operation itsdfwas divided into st€adily escalating phases, mapped
out ill advance. Support wls maintained through consecutive mas6 meetings
rotsting flom church to.hurch aiound the city.

Boycotts and sit-lns and oonviolent conliontations-which were the
weapons of choice for the ciyil-right6 movement-are high-risk strateSies, They
leave llttle room for confliot and efior. The moment even one protester deviates
from the script and responds to provocation, the molal legitimacy of the entire
prctest is compromised. Enthusiasts for social media would no doubt have us
believe that Kingb ta6k in Birmingham would have been made infinitely easie!
had he been able to comrruni.ate with hls foUowels through Facebook, and
contcnted himself wlth tweets ftom a Birmlngham jail. But n€tworks are m€ssy:
think oftfie ceaseless pattem ofcofiertion and EvisioD, amendment and d€b4e,
ihirt ch6racteiizes Wikipedia. lf Martin Luther King. Jr. had trj€d to do a wiki-
boycott in Montgomery, he uould haw been steamrollered by the white power
struclure. And of what us€ would a digital communication tool be in a town
wherc ninety-eight per cent of the black community could be reached every
Sunday molning at churchp The things that King needed in Birmingham-
discipltne and strategy-weie things that online social media cannot provide.

'Ihe btble of the social-media movement is CIay Shirkyb "Here Comes
Everybodyl Shirky, who teaches at New York University, sets out to demo-
nstrate the organizing powcr of the Intemet, and he begins vdth the story of
Evan, who worked on Wall Street, and his friend lvanna, afte! she left her smart
phone, an expensive Sidekick, on the back seat ofa New York City taxicab. The
tel€phone company transferred the data on lvanna's lost phone to a ne!,r phone,
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