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By now, most of us have heard anthropologist Margaret Mead’s maxim, “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful committed citizens can change the world; indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.”  It appears everywhere, from bumper stickers to inspirational literature to college coursework.  Obviously, the sentiment that ordinary people can affect change holds a powerful draw for us. However, when I look at my own personal experience, I cannot help but feel somewhat cynical about Margaret Mead’s positive outlook on the way the world works.  


Granted, I have never engaged in what I would consider a life or death struggle to change the world.  I never had to face fire hoses and attack dogs simply for the right to go to school with the other children in my town.  I never had to consider the prospect of jail time or violence perpetrated against my family in an attempt to gain the right to vote.  I have tried to change my own small corner of the world, however; often to disappointing effects.


For example, in my sophomore year of college, the U.S. war against Iraq began.  Though none of us liked Saddam Hussein’s regime, two of my friends and I felt that the U.S. should not begin a war against Iraq.  We thought the pretext for the war, that Iraq possessed weapons of mass destruction, was unfounded.  We had never seen proof that Iraq had WMDs and neither had our congressmen, yet our senators and representatives showed little sign of opposition to wide scale military action.  As a result, my friends and I decided to organize a petition asking one of our senators, John Edwards, to withdraw his support from a bill authorizing military action in Iraq.  We felt that a petition to simply end the war would be too broad to change anyone’s mind, but that a somewhat more concentrated effort on a single senator from our state might make a difference.


We drew up a one page petition, stating our reasons for opposition to the war and requesting Senator Edwards to withdraw his support for it.  During the course of a week, we stood outside of the school cafeteria for four hours each night, asking our fellow students to sign the petition.  We also circulated copies of the petition in our classes.  For those who disagreed with our idea or the wording of our petition, we handed out contact information for both of our state’s senators and asked those who did not want to sign if they would consider writing to the senators to share their feelings on the war, whatever those feelings might be.  We felt that our senators would be better informed to do the will of the people if they had a better idea of what the people wanted.


We were only able to collect 200 signatures, but felt that we had accomplished something, however small.  We scheduled a meeting to deliver the petition to Senator Edwards’s Asheville office.  The Mountain Xpress sent a reporter who was doing a story on community reactions to the war to cover our meeting and a reporter from Citizen-Times interviewed one of my friends about our efforts.  Even if our petition didn’t have any immediate impact on Sen. Edwards, at least the community would be made aware that there was some opposition regarding the war.


In the end, the only result of our meeting with Sen. Edwards’s Asheville staff was that each of us received an identical form letter from Sen. Edwards stating that he believed that invading Iraq was the right thing to do.  The Citizen-Times never ran a story, nor did the Mountain Xpress, whose reporter had gone so far as to take pictures at our meeting.  The U.S. went to war in Iraq with John Edwards’s full support.


What were we lacking?  We were a small group who tried our best to be thoughtful and conscientious of others.  We certainly weren’t lacking in commitment or follow through.  Yet we had failed to visibly change anything.  Was our cause misguided?  I truly believe it was not, especially in light of the fact that we have since determined that Iraq did not have weapons of mass destruction.  Was our statement of belief not strong enough?  Perhaps, but compared to apathy that seemed to lie over our fellow students, at least it was an attempt.  


I think that what we failed to take into account was that there was a larger, equally committed group in Washington working at cross purposes to us.  However, unlike us, they had the power, the passion, and, perhaps most importantly, the financial wherewithal and social clout to push their particular change on the world.  Notice that when I explained my reasons for opposing the war, I felt the need to qualify my belief with the assertion that I did not support Saddam Hussein.  Such an assertion should not be necessary, as it should be obvious that I would never support a dictatorial regime in which genocide was carried out against an ethnic minority.  However, in the days leading up to the war against Iraq, those who opposed the war were framed as being in league with terrorists and dictators.  The group of politicians who began drumming up support for the war was so successful in putting forth their vision that they changed the way every one of us saw the world and our selves.  The public’s fear and aversion to being identified with terrorists if they opposed the war certainly played some part in our failure to affect change.  Moreover, for opponents of the war, our own feelings of fear and aversion undermined our efforts to change the course of world events, filling us with uncertainty rather than absolute conviction.
Of course, I can think of many circumstances in which Ms. Mead’s maxim is entirely accurate.  The end of apartheid in South Africa and Kenyan Nobel Peace Prize winner Wangari Mathai’s efforts to reforest her country come immediately to mind as excellent examples of a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens changing the world.  The difference between these movements and the effort that my friends and I made is that in most successful movements, the small group of citizens blossomed into a larger grassroots movement, with both national and international support, lending credibility to those movements and conviction to their participants.  Commitment and thoughtfulness can inspire others, but alone they are not enough to change the world.  They must be combined with absolute conviction and widespread popular support.  Only then will the effort be powerful enough to change minds and the course of world events.

