
 

Engaging in 
Activism Online 

 

 

Key Conceptual Takeaway  

In 2020, digital tools and technologies have helped shine a light on 

everyday injustices that still plague our society. In the era of global 

lockdowns and quarantine in response to Covid-19, activists must 

find new ways to coordinate with movements and champion the 

causes they care about. Digital platforms can be used to push 

lawmakers to institute reforms, and organize for radical change, but 

they can also turn into performative solidarity, create echo 

chambers, and trigger the worst parts of our personalities. It is 

imperative that we learn productive ways to get involved online and 

learn the pitfalls to avoid. In this packet, we will learn what it means 

to be an activist and develop knowledge and skills that will help us 

become informed digital activists. 

 

Outcomes: 

 

● Learn and think about what it means to be an activist 

● Identify productive ways to get involved with movements online 

● Know the do’s and don'ts of participating as an active member of a cause 

 

Final Project: 

 

For the final project, you will create an Instagram infographic carousel to present an 

actionable guide with resources as a digital activist. You can then share your piece with 

your family over dinner and spread your awareness about an issue you believe should be 

brought to justice. 

 

Share your project with us by tagging @edifyprojects and @start.empowerment on Instagram 

or email us at jshapiro@nyu.edu. All feedback is welcome! 
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Activity One: Self-Reflection 

These are some questions to help you reflect on yourself, your community, and relevant 

social issues. Keep them in mind as you read through this packet:  

 

1) What brought you to this packet? What are your intentions in the activist space? 

2) Do you have access to digital spaces? Who are populations that might not have 

access to the internet and digital spaces? 

3) Many of the historical contexts and systems that oppress are rooted in colonialism 

and capitalism. In what ways have you experienced, witnessed, perceived, or 

perpetuated racism? 

4) What content do you usually post on social media? Why do you post these things? 

 

How Does It Happen? 
Digital activists have diverse platforms, including social media, Youtube, and personal blogs 

that serve to share knowledge and mobilize the online community. Here, you will learn how 

activists can digitally organize their communities to create meaningful change using an 

approach by start:empowerment to take action. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

First, we will start with a definition of activism from the zine, “Take This With You”:  
 

“The word ‘activism’ holds a lot of weight and often makes people feel intimidated. It is 

easy to say that you are ‘someone who wants change,’ but it is harder to think of yourself 

as an ‘activist’.  We believe that ‘activism’ is simply taking action to effect social change. 

This can be done by anyone, anywhere and at any time.  Sometimes it is one person, but 

often, this is enacted by a group of people motivated by shared values.” 
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When thinking about activism it is important to understand that we are building a long-term 

movement. It is not only the activities that are widely seen and recognized that get the job 

done, e.g. protesting, speaking at an event, and being on the front lines. Rather, it is important 

to also recognize the everyday acts of activism such as, educating your friends and family, 

taking care of your community, contributing to mutual aid funds, etc.  

 

The first step to creating change is identifying the issue 

and its root cause. It is important to understand 

historical contexts and how systems of oppression such 

as colonialism and capitalism perpetuate social issues. 

Try exploring recommended book, documentary and 

video, and/or podcast lists if you don’t know where to 

start. Then, you should identify the community 

organizations and members that have already been 

actively fighting for change and tap into existing 

networks. Most organizing is based on a local level, so 

each city will have its own network, leaders, 

organizations and communities you can work with. If you are not part of the population that is 

most impacted by the issue, you should be an ally in the fight and not a leader. This is 

because it is important to actively listen to those most affected in your issue area, identify 

your privileges in relation to that issue area, and hold yourself accountable by continuing to 

learn and ask questions. 

 

Digital Activists Unite 
In the following paragraphs you will learn how such actions can be 

translated online and how using a social media platform can 

supplement on the ground activism and organizing. 
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As aforementioned, having a better sense of how to respond to an issue means being 

cognizant of what existing social systems may have contributed to the rise of a current issue. 

One way you can conduct your own research to deepen your understanding surrounding the 

matter is to check multiple sources and become aware of diverse perspectives.  Through the 

use of lateral reading, you can make sure the information displayed on one source matches 

what is presented on others. By using more than one source to collectively gather ideas, you 

can check for accuracy amongst information disseminated in the media. 

 

Though the internet provides broad perspectives, it can also encourage like-minded 

individuals who may have outlying, often discriminatory, viewpoints, to band together. This 

process is what is known as cyberbalkanization, a division of the global internet into smaller 

networks precipitated by geopolitical or racial motives.  Only when we hear all sides of the 

story can we identify who is being harmed, who is causing the problem, who we need to 

engage, and who can be our allies.  So, if we want to determine all the stakeholders involved, 

it is vital to analyze where people are sourcing their information. 

 

After educating ourselves on the subject, we want to establish our demands and present the 

message that needs to be heard.  Hashtag activism is a term coined by the media that refers 

to internet users who show support for a cause through their online platform.  It may look like 

updating Instagram story highlights to spread relevant information and resources or 

reposting images of tweets, memes, or visual data that speak to their stance on ongoing 

concerns tagged accordingly with the specific hashtag. 

 

 Another tool used by digital activists is digital or interactive mapping. It’s a technique that 

compiles large amounts of geographic data to display information in an accessible and 

transparent way. It allows readers to interact with data and teaches them the scope and 

depth of the issue displayed. The maps act as a resource for organizers, as well as a tool to 

inspire participation in the movement. 

 

To succeed, is to hold people accountable, convince those that will listen that your cause is 

worthy, and strengthen the base of devoted individuals who are already involved in the 

effort.   

Many social movements are founded on grassroots organizing that focuses on mobilizing 

communities at the local level to make a difference on the local, regional, national, or 

international level.  This is in contrast to top-down or hierarchical decision making because 

grassroots organizing encourages activism from the community members and students who 

have more direct ties to the issues on the ground.  If we are to propagate 

community-centeredness and represent those who are affected, we need to amplify the 

voices of those most affected and allow them to lead.   
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Grassroots organizations often use many digital activism tools to reach out and ask for 

contributions to their cause such as crowdfunding.  Crowdfunding relies on small 

contributions from a large number of participants.  They are recruited through the sharing 

and reposting of content on social media platforms to raise awareness and inspire action in 

many individuals. Many mutual aid funds and initiatives rely on social media platforms to 

connect donors and  those who need funds. As defined by Wikipedia, “mutual aid is a 

voluntary reciprocal exchange of resources and services for mutual benefit. Mutual aid 

projects are a form of political participation in which people take responsibility for caring for 

one another and changing political conditions.”  

 

Vocabulary  

These are some of the terms you’ll learn through this packet. Your first task is to do your 

own research and write descriptions for each of the following terms. You may compare 

this list to the answer key once you are done. 

 

Censorship 

 

 

 

Crowdfunding 

 

 

 

Cyberbalkanization 

 

 

 

Digital/Interactive Mapping 

 

 

 

Grassroots Organizing 

 

 

 

Hashtag Activism 
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Information Dissemination 

 

 

 

Lateral Reading 

 

 

 

Slacktivism 

 

 

 

White Savior Complex 

 

 

 

Below are our definitions for the vocabulary terms. Cross-reference these with your own 

definitions and find any discrepancies or incompatibilities: 

 

Censorship: the suppression of information and content by governments, institutions, social 

media platforms, etc. Example: Instagram often censors and “shadow-bans” information 

related to social justice movements. 

 

Crowdfunding: a funding strategy that relies on small contributions from a large number of 

individuals Example: Mutual Aid can be a type of crowdfunding. During Covid-19 many 

organizations and activists created mutual aid funds where community members could donate 

and receive money and supplies.  

 

Cyberbalkanization: also known as splinternet; when the Internet splits itself into smaller, 

more specific interest groups, often in dispute to broader views.  Example: “youth activist 

twitter” is a very specific space on twitter with young 15-20 leftist activists where people share 

similar timelines because they follow and engage with a similar group of people.  

 

Digital/Interactive Mapping: otherwise known as “maptivism” is the use of maps to display 

data visually in order to increase transparency and reduce complexity. Example: 

https://mappingpoliceviolence.org/ - a site that uses maps and charts to better understand the 

true scale of police violence against communities; https://antievictionmap.com/ - a digital 

collective that maps dispossession and resistance efforts in gentrifying cities, 
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Grassroots Organizing: an activism technique that mobilizes communities at the local level to 

make a difference on the local, regional, national, or international level. Example: Black Lives 

Matter, otherwise known online as #BLM and #blacklivesmatter, is a civil rights movement that 

was started in response to the acquittal of George Zimmerman for the fatal shooting of Trayvon 

Martin.  

 

Hashtag Activism: the use of hashtags on social media platforms to raise awareness and 

attention to a movement or cause. Example: #8toabolition is a used hashtag to identify the 8 

steps needed to take toward cops and PIC abolition.  

 

Information Dissemination: to widely spread information to the public without a response 

back. Example: Unicorn Riot is a decentralized, educational 501(c)(3) nonprofit media 

organization composed of artists and journalists who stream content in hopes of exposing root 

causes of social and environmental issues.  

 

Lateral Reading: to verify and fact-check information that one consumes. Example: During a 

White House press briefing, Trump said that drinking bleach can help solve COVID-19 but by 

Googling this you will  find out it is not the case. 

 

Slacktivism: a decrease in activism participation that results in passive forms of attributing to 

a cause such as “liking” a post or tagging chains on social media. Example: Kylie Jenner 

posting BLM thread on her story and not posting real information on how to support the 

movement, profiting off of cultural appropriation, not understanding both her white and wealth 

privilege. 

 

Where Do I Begin? 
Now you have learned the concepts and skills to be an activist online these are some steps 

to take action both online and off-line. Below is a guideline that will equip you with concrete 

examples of what you can do to get involved!  
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  Action  What To Do ✓  What Not To Do 

✕ 
Additional Thoughts 🤔 

1.  Sign Petitions 
 
Online petition sites allow 
for worldwide collaboration 
to fight for a cause and 
could lead to small changes. 
Politicians will only glance at 
a petition with 100,000 
signatures, but will definitely 
take notice at one with 
millions. 

Sign petitions 
and share with 
friends and 
family to sign 
as well. It 
requires the 
efforts of many 
to succeed. 

Don’t sign 
anything and 
everything, make 
sure to read and 
understand what 
you are putting 
your name on. 

► You are putting your 
name on a petition so 
you don’t want to 
support something  that 
you haven’t read its fine 
print. 
► Find out the creator 
and recipient of the 
petition. 
► Fact check what is 
presented. 

2.  Contact Local 
Representatives 
 
Your ability to reach out to 
elected officials can create 
small changes. They are 
responsible for voting for 
and sponsoring legislation 
on behalf of the public. 

Share your 
opinion and 
concerns to 
your local 
representatives. 
Calling will help 
reach your 
representatives 
faster/more 
directly. 

Don’t bombard 
them with 
carelessly written 
emails without 
any background 
research. 

► It’s hard to convince 
someone without 
properly researching 
your stance.   
►   Representatives also 
receive lots of mail and 
your emails may get lost 
in their  inboxes, it’s best 
to write a thoughtful 
unique email instead of 
using templates. 

3.  Vocalize Your Support on 
Social Media 
 
We’re all part of different 
groups and networks and 
with more information being 
shared, it reaches more 
people. 

Uplift 
marginalized 
voices, do not 
center yourself 
if you are 
privileged. 
Make sure to 
hold your 
friends and 
family 
accountable for 
their actions 
and views. 

Don’t only rely on 
social media, hold 
real conversations 
with your friends 
and family. 

► Before you post ask 
yourself: “Is this sharing 
valuable information?” 
“will my followers know 
how they can take 
action?” “Am I just 
sharing this to feel good 
about myself?” 

4.  Donate to Organizations, 
Individuals, and Mutual Aid 
Funds 
 
Many activists, 
organizations, and 
communities  need funds to 
continue their work in the 
social movement. 

Donate small 
local funds that 
are led by the 
people they 
serve. 

If you have wealth 
don’t be shy on 
redistributing it. 

► Do research before 
donating. Who are the 
organization or mutual 
aid funds’ leaders? What 
is their goal? What have 
they done in the past? 
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5.  Participate in Protests, 
Marches, and Sit-ins 
 
Digital platforms can be 
great for spreading 
information but crucial  to 
show up in real life. 

If you are white, 
use your body 
to protect black 
and brown 
protestors from 
the police. 

Don’t endanger 
fellow protestors. 
Do not turn a 
protest into a 
photoshoot. 

► Evaluate the risk of 
attending a certain 
protest. Ask yourself: do 
you have a criminal 
record? Are you 
undocumented? Are you 
immunocompromised?  
► If you hold privilege 
(being white or a citizen, 
have wealth) it is 
important to make 
sacrifices and take risks. 

6.  Engage in Conversations & 
Take Daily Action 
 
The activism work we do in 
private is just as important 
as that which we do in 
public. You are likely to have 
deeper and more impactful 
conversations with those 
close to you. 

Have 
conversations 
with friends, 
family, and 
people with 
differing 
opinions. Ease 
into the 
discomfort. 

Do not take action 
and hold 
conversations 
because you want 
to put it on your 
CV or want a 
leadership 
position. 

► Make sure you hold 
your friends and family 
responsible, call them 
out for racism, 
anti-blackness, 
homophobia, 
transphobia, sexism etc. 

7.  Volunteer 
 
Volunteer and serve your 
community.  It is important 
to join an organization, 
network, or community that 
is fighting for social justice. 
You will learn from 
long-time activists and have 
more power as a group.  

Collect and 
organize 
resources to 
give to those in 
need. 
 

Don’t misallocate 
resources or 
recklessly use 
them. 

► Collecting and 
organizing resources, 
such as supplies, 
information, donations, 
data, etc., can have 
rippling effects, just 
make sure to double 
check and research all 
the resources and 
information you are 
putting out there.  
 

 

Preventing Burnout 

Activism is a long and difficult process that involves learning and unlearning years of 

experiences and actions. Many activists set unrealistically high expectations for themselves, 

often with a sense of self-accountability, empathy and guilt. But it’s important to remember 

that activism is a slow burn, social change does not happen overnight. Many activists that 

have not taken a break or hiatus may end of leaving the movement which emphasizes the 

care and attention they need in pursuing change. Here are some tips that can help you not 

only take care of yourself but also continue the impact of the movement going. 
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1. Recognize your feelings and emotions 

2. Talk to friends and family 

3. Turn to hobbies, interests and other creative outlets 

4. Log off 

5. Remember your why 

 

While it is important to take care of yourself, it is also important to evaluate whether you are 

taking breaks to prevent burnout or simply not wanting to engage in these issues. If you are 

just learning about an issue that does not impact you, being uncomfortable and 

overwhelmed is part of the process of learning. It is important to keep pushing yourself to be 

uncomfortable and take action. Remember that individuals impacted by the issue cannot 

take a break because they are impacted by these issues everyday.  

 

 

Credit: @vahinishori on Instagram 

 

What to Look Out For 
One thing to keep in mind as you are engaging in activism online is that the 

issues you are advocating for are not resolved once the hashtags stop trending. Activism 

is a long-term commitment that requires critical reflection, mindfulness and dedication. 

Therefore, you should continue to educate yourself and commit to doing the work.  
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1. Slacktivism  

You may have seen Instagram chains that tag people to show their support for a cause or the 

use of an activism hashtag on posts that have nothing to do with it. These are examples of 

how digital activists participate in slacktivism, a form of activism that makes the participant 

feel good by being part of the movement without taking any direct action. You should 

actively avoid engaging in performative activism which is to let those around you know that 

you care about a cause in superficial ways without actually being devoted.  

 

Ways to prevent falling into slacktivism includes asking yourself “Does this post provide 

educational information on the cause?” “Does this post let my audience know ways they can 

help?” “Does this post center the community being impacted by the issue and/or uplift 

voices of those people?” “Do I continuously take action outside of social media?” 

2. Cancel Culture & Accountability 

The intent of “cancelling” someone is rooted in anger and punishment. However, as 

explained by Franchesca Ramsey, in today’s society “cancel culture” is not real - celebrities 

who are called out still maintain their wealth, status, and privilege. A better mindset of 

approaching it is to hold people accountable in a way that allows for growth and forgiveness. 

Accountability stems from a desire to educate the person and/or people on their 

wrongdoings, encourage active listening, make sure they know what they did wrong 

(reflection process) and are actively working to assuage those wrongdoings (reparative 

process). Accountability is not a one-time thing, the wrongdoer and/or wrongdoers must 

actively continue to reflect, correct, and take action. A great example of accountability is Ileri 

Jaiyeoba’s demands for PERIOD, an organization that has been consistently anti-black. 

 

3. “White Savior” Complex 

The White Savior Complex is a term to express how (mostly) white individuals attempt to 

save those less privileged in a self-serving manner. White Saviors cause harm because they 

do not address the social political context that caused the inequalities, instead they ignore 

their role in perpetuating racism, oppression, and inequality. White saviors often center 

themselves for the “good” work they have done. As Teju Cole says “The White Savior 

Industrial Complex is not about justice. It is about having a big emotional experience that 

validates privilege.”  

Images that reinforce the White Savior Complex including posting selfies with black and 

brown children, reposting trauma porn feature black and brown bodies are very common on 

social media. A good place to find more information about the White Savior Complex is 

through the instagram account @nowhitesaviors and through the website www.radiaid.com. 
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Final Creative Project 
Now that you are better equipped to become a responsible activist, you are going to create 

an infographic carousel (inspired by Instagram’s feature) to creatively present information 

about  a specific issue that you care about. 

 

Project Guidelines For Instagram Infographic:  
Create your infographic, present it to your family over lunch or dinner, then refine your 

design. Let us know how it goes! 

 

Your infographic can include: 

● Factual information on the issue with numerical data 

● Organizations that are working to help with the issue to spread awareness 

● Actionable steps that someone can take to help 

 

Examples: 

 

 

Infographic Makers: 

There are a lot of companies that offer great services to customize infographics.  Here are 

our personal favorites: 

 

● Canva 

● Venngage 

● Piktochart 
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About Us  

This “Engaging in Activism Online” curriculum (created by Edify Projects and Start: 

Empowerment) aims to empower high school students to take actions toward fighting for 

social justice and improving the wellbeing of their communities. We know that becoming 

activists online not only requires confidence, but also the stamina to continue calling for 

change and self-awareness of the space you take up & the results of your actions. We hoped 

to cover how to engage with and advocate for social justice issues online by focusing on 

concrete strategies, terms, information, and resources for online use and offline reflection. 
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