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To be a real Luddite these days I might have to do something 
physical, some sabotage to prevent people from using social 
media. It was easier to figure out what to do in the early 19th 
century. You just took off your wooden shoe and jammed it 
into the weaving machine that was 
replacing you and put yourself out 
of work. “Sabot” is apparently the 
French word for wooden shoe(or 
clog), which is more than slightly 
like “sabotage.” Maybe I could sneak 
around and pour soda onto and into 
computers. I imagine it would be 
difficult to connect with social media, 
to blast your message around the 
world if sweet syrup caused your 
machine to spark, smoke or freeze up.

What is my problem with social 
media?

I concede that it has benefits.  I 
have gotten in touch with people 
I lost contact with for decades. Of 
course, sometimes I was reminded of 
why I had no contact, by a refresher 
on what the long-lost person was like 
and realized that I would be happy to 
live a few more decades without him. 

Other times it was wonderful to get 
back in touch with a person I liked, 
whose company I enjoyed and then 
missed because we took separate 
paths in life. Circumstances and 
responsibilities conspired to keep 
us apart. Social media sometimes 
delivers and my life is richer as a result.

But there are downsides. I will put aside for some later 
discussion the erosion of privacy, maybe even the the death 
of it. I will not address for now the deception and lies that 
social media enables people to circulate, often in cowardly 
anonymity. I want to focus on the bile, the anger, the hate, that 

it is so good at fostering. 
Too often, social media is anything but social. It is not 

merely a conveyer of anger and hate, it is an incubator and an 
amplifier. People sitting in a room talking might not stoke the 

anger I see in some postings in which 
people simmer and then explode. 
There is no check, no one to put a 
“calm down” hand on the shoulder. 
No one to say, “Think for a minute,” 
and ask, “You don't really mean that 
now, do you?”

Social media allows, maybe even 
encourages too many people to 
sharpen a comment to a fine angry, 
sarcastic and hurtful point, and then 
launch it immediately into the wide 
world where it can grow angrier, 
more sarcastic and more hurtful as it 
boomerangs around the Internet.

Someone reads it and hones a 
response. Whether the responder 
agrees or disagrees with the original 
comment, the goal of the second 
sender is often to eclipse the first 
by adding more venom, more biting 
phrases, sentences and pejorative 
labels. 

There may have been crank critics 
like me going after Johann Gutenberg 
back in the 15th century.  Gutenberg 
invented movable type for the 
printing press, making it possible to 
print many copies of a text instead of 

having your local monk do it one copy at a time by hand. He 
rocked the world. Thousands of people could argue and debate 
politics and religion instead of just a few. Those discussions 
could get nasty, so nasty that your local prince might organize 
his army and march into another prince's territory to take the 
debate to a new level.

I concede that it 
has benefits.  I have 
gotten in touch with 
people I lost contact 
with for decades. Of 
course, sometimes I 
was reminded of why 
I had no contact, by a 
refresher on what the 
long-lost person was 
like and realized that I 
would be happy to live 
a few more decades 

without him. 

M aybe I am one more wooden shoe guy, a present-day Luddite railing against progress by spouting 
off about social media. I may not understand it completely, maybe not even reasonably well, but I 
understand its impact and effects.
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Still, in the time of the printing press the discussions took 
time, time to print and circulate the latest argument and 
response. Time permitting the probing that we might think 
of as fact checking. We no longer have time. We may have 
run out of time. With the click of a computer mouse, anyone 
can broadcast half-baked hateful screeds around the world in 
seconds. 

Forgive me if I take off my shoe. It may not be wooden, but 
it may be big enough to do some damage to the machine.

Michael J. Carroll is a public interest lawyer and a member of
the Editorial Board of The Philadelphia Lawyer.
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