Social media users
may combat the
isolation and the
absence of
connection they
were promised by
coming to their
own rescue via
community and
collaboration.

Isolation media
The Antisocial Impact of
Social Media on Democracy

By Allison Butler

Despite the moniker ‘social media,” these
technologies and platforms are anything
but social. Though social media technologies
and platforms promise users a sense of commu-
nity, much of the work done on social media
happens in isolation and is viewed negatively.
Though presented as social, users scroll, like,
comment, follow, un-follow, and post, alone,
behind a screen. This creates a paradox where
digital technologies make space for audiences to
share more and more of their lives, while inter-
acting with each other less and less. Indeed,
these platforms are more aptly described as “iso-
lation media.”

Users, especially young users, are not to be
blamed for this predicament. They were born into
this environment, with zero say in its develop-
ment, and yet they hold the vast majority of the
pressure to fill the digital space and follow the
digital rules. While users do most of the labor on
social media sites, they are often docile bodies in
the face of corporate power. Potential social
media users have two options: To eschew social
media entirely, or to agree, entirely, with the poli-
cies and practices of the corporation. Neither of
these options have any degree of nuance, flexibili-
ty, ot plausibility. The problem of social media’s
anti-social and anti-democratic principles lies
with the corporate owners and managers.

Merriam-Webster defines democracy as “a
government by the people,” and “a government
by which the supreme power is vested in the
people and exercised by them directly or indi-
rectly through a system of representation usually
involving periodically held free elections.” Social
media organizations do not follow these defini-
tions at all. The “government” of social media is
one run by tech oligarchs where supreme power
is vested in the executives and exercised by them
directly or indirectly through a system of com-
plex and complicated privacy policies, terms of
service, and creative use of language. It is the
platform operators, not the community, who set
the community guidelines.

A close analysis of the terms of service and
privacy policies of the most popular social media
sites, including but not limited to, Facebook,
SnapChat, TikTok, and Instagram, demonstrate
a clear and unalterable power differential. Social
media users of these platforms give up the rights
to their face and their likeness, even in death,
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and are responsible for checking the privacy
policies to see if they have changed. And, in an
even more impossible bind, children under the
age of consent for their own social media
accounts can have their images posted to other
social media accounts; these images are then
owned, shared, and profited from by any cor-
porate partners. Even when users delete an
account, all their information remains the
property of the corporation. No company
allows for any legal action in case of anything
negative connected with their product, includ-
ing user death. Any user dissatisfaction is han-
dled either through deletion of the account or
through forced arbitration.

These terms illustrate the dismantling of our
personal democracy. In a media and economic
environment run by private, for-profit compa-
nies, user entertainment and satisfaction is a dis-
tant third to the desire for corporate profit and
user data. User isolation may cause hand-wring-
ing among the non-tech elite, however, this iso-
lation feeds into exactly what the corporate own-
ers desire more of: profit and data.

However, all hope is not lost, if one looks
closely. Shards of evidence demonstrate that we
may be at a tipping point in social media use; Big
Tech companies lay off large numbers of employees
and some people look beyond the apps to meet
people in real life. Not surprisingly, users may com-
bat the isolation and the evident absence of con-
nection they were promised, by coming to their
own rescue via community and collaboration.
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Allison Butler is the Associate Chair of
Communication at the University of Massachusetts,
Amberst. She serves as the Vice President of the
Media Freedom Foundation and co-runs Mass
Media Literacy.

Page 6

Alliance for Democracy

Fall 2024 JUSTICE RISING


https://www.forbes.com/councils/forbesbusinesscouncil/2022/12/09/building-a-community-on-social-media/
https://www.forbes.com/councils/forbesbusinesscouncil/2022/12/09/building-a-community-on-social-media/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2020/10/15/64-of-americans-say-social-media-have-a-mostly-negative-effect-on-the-way-things-are-going-in-the-u-s-today/
http://annenberg.usc.edu
https://www.hachettebookgroup.com/titles/jonathan-taplin/the-end-of-reality/9781541703155/?lens=publicaffairs
https://www.facebook.com/privacy/policy/
https://values.snap.com/privacy/privacy-policy
https://usds.tiktok.com/?gad_source=1&gclid=CjwKCAjwupGyBhBBEiwA0UcqaOwK_EbjGyi9w4F5QfYVO1fekILQjKtAds--WrHPvhXiKLWp7G2YjBoCI6EQAvD_BwE
https://help.instagram.com/155833707900388
https://techcrunch.com/2024/06/24/tech-layoffs-2024-list/ 
https://play.prx.org/listen?ge=prx_3492_9ce9cd05-5611-4ed7-98f3-35b7045ea983&uf=https%3A%2F%2Fpublicfeeds.net%2Ff%2F3492%2Ffeed-rss.xml
https://bit.ly/47cSMA0

