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the pluralistic discussions that underpin deliberative democratic processes.
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makers regarding forms of civic participation.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

This book examines how social media features in established and emerging
forms of civic engagement and participation in contemporary Western
democratic societies within a globalising world. Ever since Athenian democracy
in the 5th century BC, questions have been asked about how people engage
and participate in civic and political life. This question, alongside debates
about democracy, highlights that there is a range of different ways that
people can engage with, and participate in, democratic life. There is a long-
standing concern about the level and quality of engagement and participation
and the ways that engagement and participation can be organised, and the
characteristics of that concern have changed over historical time. In the
current digital and networked society, there is a perceived crisis in, and
fragmentation of, political culture. The transition from an industrial society
to a digital networked society means that many forms of civic engagement
from the industrial period no longer seem relevant. The rise of digital com-
munication in the context of a globalised economy and an information
society has generated various senses of civic life and different ways of con-
necting with others. Furthermore, the neo-liberal agenda has led to a weaker,
less-centralised and directive role for government, which has resulted in
people believing that government no longer represents them – either their
own personal troubles or wider public issues. This raises questions about
where and how such issues can be expressed, discussed and acted upon. A
sense of civic culture is relevant within those spaces and instances, because it
offers the possibility of people interacting and acting together in terms of
values, affinities, knowledge, practices, identities and debates, which may (or
may not) lead to various types of action being taken to address these issues.

As John Dewey (1939a) famously wrote, society is made in and through
communication, a point that is referred to throughout the book. This book
develops this notion, arguing that civic engagement and participation are also
made in and through communication. The extensive use of social media by
individuals and organisations today is creating ways for people to identify a
range of relevant issues, share these across networks and find ways to
mobilise action around their concerns. Given the current situation of a



weakened role of government, political and social inequalities and the rise of
issue politics, new types of social networks are emerging which seek to
address a range of civic concerns at local, national and global levels. In this
context, a communication medium that is interactive, networked and social
enables people to engage in various ways and participate in shaping the
instances of communication and any related social action. These require-
ments are fulfilled by social media. In overall terms, social media facilitate
the creation and sharing of information, ideas and other forms of expression
through digitally supported networks. There are a number of different social
media platforms with a range of features; however, generally speaking, social
media are interactive Web 2.0 Internet-based communication applications
which entail users generating content and service-specific profiles, and which
facilitate online social networks. Social media are used for personal, civic
and commercial purposes and have been taken up and used in a variety of
contexts of civic communication and action. This book explores the civic
contexts in which social media have been used, in order to assess the way that
social media are enabling citizens and civil society at individual and group levels
to engage in both civic participation and democratic processes.

The book examines contemporary kinds of civic engagement and participa-
tion that include more traditional forms of engagement, such as community
action groups and campaigning groups using social media. It also reviews how
engagement and participation are being organised by social movements,
individual appeals, campaigning networks and protest movements. These
types of activities may address civic issues but, more typically, they focus on
issues that are not being fully considered in established sites of civic engage-
ment. There has been a significant rise in groups that are self-organising and
seeking to highlight issues in global public arenas to mobilise opinion and
action. Examples of this include the ‘38 Degrees’ campaigning portal, orga-
nisation of actions in the 2011 London riots using Twitter, human rights
responses to events such as the 2011 Movement for Peace with Justice and
Dignity in Mexico, and protests such as Occupy Wall Street and Spain’s 15-M
movement. There is now a vast array of social and cultural arenas, networks
and media platforms all creating spaces for individuals to describe and share
social, political, cultural and economic concerns, and facilitate various levels
of participation and engagement. These are much more numerous and
diverse than in the pre-digital era. However, this increase in opportunities
does not mean that civic engagement and participation overall have
increased. It indicates that, first, there is a greater diversity of types of
engagement and participation, and, second, it demonstrates that the meaning
of ‘civic’ is also changeable and culturally shaped by particular communities
or political issues.

These developments are integral to contemporary political culture because
they form part of, and express the relationship between, people and their
governments. Political culture is a complex and highly contested concept,
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but it includes the set of attitudes, beliefs and sentiments that give order and
meaning to a political process and which provide the underlying assumptions
and rules that govern behaviour in a political system. Since the standard idea
of political culture as defined by Almond and Verba in 1963 does not capture
the richness and dynamism of culture, this book develops their concept
through the idea of a lived political culture. Lived political culture means the
way political sensibility is created by people interacting civically, culturally
and politically. By viewing the established and new forms of civic engagement
and participation that feature social media from this perspective, it becomes
possible to acknowledge the grounding of civic concerns in both online and
offline worlds, to analyse the communication and political aspects of civic
participation by taking values, cultures and contexts into account, and
focusing on the relationship between citizens and citizen networks, and
between citizens and governing and civic organisations.

This book asks what the roles – and alignments – of social media are, in
relation to the culture of civic participation in political contestation and
negotiation. It explores how the characteristics of social media are interacting
with lived political culture – that is, how people engage and participate in
civic life. Although the notion of engagement is distinctive from participation
in analytical terms, these often merge and are interchangeable in civic life.
Engagement refers to the ways that people connect subjectively with an
issue, whereas participation suggests more concrete action in civic activity.
However, people both engage in and enact the activity of communication, so
the distinction is often blurred in the context of social media. It is, therefore,
important to consider how engagement and participation vary in civic networks
and in civic communication.

One key aspect of civic culture is the way it relates to the public sphere
and how events and knowledge are reported and shared within broader collec-
tives, communities and groups in a mediapolis. This book argues that the
development of a more networked organisation of civic life and the increased
use of social media to raise awareness, connect and mobilise people around a
civic issue, has ushered in a communicative civic-ness. This is a dynamic and
networked form of engagement and participation which, in the environment
of contentious politics and political inequality, means that the use of social
media within connective social movements may not result in progressive
social change. Instead, the development of communicative civic-ness means
that formal politics and its political processes need to address the issues that
people are engaging with and develop new ways for people to participate in a
democratic life that is rooted in the everyday, in the personal and political,
in the private and the public, and in affect as well as reason. It means finding
spaces for discussion and deliberation, and for a type of practical intelligence –
phronesis – that will inform civic and political engagement and participation
in an open and inclusive way. Social media and networked and connective
communication cannot achieve this by itself, so the question of the character
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of engagement participation in democratic politics remains. This also extends
to questioning how government hears, listens to and relates to its citizens.
Therefore, social media may also be an important feature in communicative
civic-ness, since both government and citizens are having to find better ways
to understand and communicate with each other. Only through richer and
more dynamic relations between governments and citizens can political culture
flourish as part of people’s lived experiences.

Outline of the chapters

Chapter 2, ‘Engagement and participation: forms and practices’, introduces
key debates about the characteristics, processes and practices of engagement
and participation in civic and political life. The main aspects of this are:
(a) levels of engagement and participation, and (b) the relationship among
public, private and civic life in shaping engagement and participation. The
concepts of engagement and participation and the ways they materialise in
practice are complex and varied. The chapter concentrates on society-wide
practices and structures of engagement and participation, such as different
types of democracies and democratic processes. This focus on the relationship
between public and private life highlights the ways that individuals interpret
and reflect on their own concerns, as well as relating to wider political and
civic issues. The levels of engagement and participation and the relationship
between public, private and civic spheres are all important for understanding
the use and effect of social media in contemporary political culture.

Chapter 3, ‘Voicing issues: the public sphere and the media’, examines the
media and communication environment in which social and civic concerns
are being voiced in contemporary society. Traditional and new media are
discussed in relation to the public sphere and the mediapolis, with a particular
emphasis on how the more personalised use of new media, such as social
media, fits into this. This creates a need to understand the relationship
between private and public spheres in everyday life and the way these relate
to new forms of civic communication. Interaction between the public and
the private is understood in relation to communication, in accordance with
Dewey’s (1939a) assertion that society exists in and through communication.
Media are discussed as ‘communication media’, where communication is
viewed as a distinctive kind of social activity that involves the production,
transmission and reception of symbolic forms through the implementation
of various resources. Social media introduce a new dynamic to communica-
tion, because they are part of many people’s everyday communication practice
and enable people to engage in civic, as well as personal, communication.
Because of the role that communication plays in the public sphere, and its
ability to span public and private life, changes in the media are raising fun-
damental questions about participation and patterns of association in civil
society. There is, therefore, a need to investigate who can engage with, and
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participate through, communication in the public sphere, and a need to
recognise that the media are central to the practice of democracy (however
that is defined). The media, individuals and networks all constitute forms of
communication, and the interplay between these factors is facilitating new
types of civic participation.

Chapter 4, ‘Digital media, social media and communication’, discusses
how the influence of digital media (including social media) within the overall
media landscape is based on the way they span across – and are distinctive
from – both face-to-face communication and mass media. One aspect that
exemplifies the positioning of digital media is social media, which are at once
both personal and public, and are a form of mass self-communication. As
well as being part of contemporary personal communication, social media
are also used by civic institutions for civic communication, by those acting
in the political arena for political communication, and by those in the com-
mercial sector for marketing or other related purposes. A wide array of
social media platforms such as blogs, Facebook, Twitter, discussion forums
and messaging services involve the use of either images, audio, text and raw
data, or a combination of these. Social media use for civic communication is
also distinctive because of the characteristics of patterns of communication
between citizens and civil society groups, and communication between citi-
zens and political and civic institutions. This networked communication
amongst people and organisations in the public sphere raises questions
about how this communication is used by citizens, organisations and
networks.

Chapter 5, ‘The design and use of social media in forms of participation’,
focuses on how the design of social media affects the way they are adopted
and used. Social media’s design influences the type of communication that
can take place, even though people often adapt technology in unexpected
ways and find new ways to use it. Their design shapes the kind of commu-
nication that can take place within particular communication networks, such
as individualised, community-based or crowd-based relations. For example,
Twitter involves 140-character messages that operate at an individualised
level (whether via an organisational or individual account). Social-graph
media, such as Facebook and Com-me-Toolkit, are configured using various
social media that enable a broader, community-based communication and
engagement. The power of the public is mobilised via crowdfunding social
media. The design of human-computer interaction (HCI) is also influential in
shaping the kinds of relations that can be formed through this communication,
such as individual followers on Twitter, or community-based forums and/or
groupings on Facebook. A further design consideration is the way that
algorithms shape user experience and influence the way in which content
and contacts are computationally modelled. Together, HCI and algorithms
feature in the design of social media, which determine how users can use
social media in a range of civic contexts.
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Chapter 6, ‘Political culture: communication and ways of relating’,
explores the concept of political culture in more detail, in regard to the
debate about understanding the mediation of civic participation through
social media. Previous approaches to social media have tended to focus on
either: (a) notions of engagement, including whether more engagement leads
to improved participation and, if so, what kinds of participation; or (b) how
the boundaries between public issues and personal troubles are connected
and communicated via social media. However, applying a political culture
lens to considering the role of social media in civic and political engagement
and in forms of participation can reveal insights into the link between com-
munication and culture. In order to understand the ways in which people
engage in political culture, there is a need to critically review how Almond
and Verba (1963) developed this theoretical concept. Although they recog-
nised a relationship between personal orientations and political systems,
they did so through a functionalist framework rather than any consideration
of the cultural dynamics in which that relationship is forged. To address this
gap, the chapter discusses the active formation of civic agency and how
communication and symbolic meaning feature in the ways that people relate
to each other in civic life. This includes various forms of communication
and media usage, which raise questions about moral practices in the ways
that people relate to each other as they engage and participate in civic and
political culture.

Chapter 7, ‘Contexts of civic communication at the local, national and
global levels’, develops the argument that civic engagement and participation
and the use of social media are, to some degree, context-specific. The kind of
issues that emerge in civic discussions vary in relation to context and com-
munity; they vary in the way that people organise to respond to issues at
local, national and global levels; and they vary in the ways that people adapt
and use social media. Context refers to the type of issue under question, the
characteristics of the mode of engagement and participation, how the com-
munication is conducted, and features of the participants and the ways they
organise themselves. Furthermore, these actions and practices are shaped to
some extent by the political culture in which they are enacted and, in turn,
they have the potential to influence the dynamics of political culture. This
notion of context supports Goldfarb’s (2012) assertion that political culture
should be understood through the ways people act in association with each
other and the meaning of those associations. This chapter discusses exam-
ples from local activist groups and locality-based community action, protests
and mobilisations for social change, global social movements and issue-based
social movements.

Chapter 8, ‘Contexts of civic communication: campaigning, citizen jour-
nalism and general social media use in civic life’, extends the discussion in
Chapter 7 by considering other types of social action within the civic sphere
and exploring how social media fits into these. This chapter also supports
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the claim that civic participation and the use of social media are, to some
degree, context-specific. The kinds of issues that arise in civic discussions vary
in relation to their context and community, and this is reflected in the ways
that particular community, protest, social movement and other types of civic
action coordinate their communication. Political culture in contemporary
society involves online campaigning networks, participatory journalism,
non-governmental organisations, and more general types of civic participa-
tion. These types of activity include the use of social media and, as shown in
Chapter 7, their context and the social relations of that context shape how
social media are used. This chapter discusses online campaigning, participa-
tory and citizen journalism, and the ways that people use social media to
engage in civic life.

Chapter 9, ‘Networks of social media and civic engagement and participa-
tion’, introduces the idea of communicative civic-ness, which emerges from
an exploration in Chapters 7 and 8 of the ways that social media are used in
various types of civic and political culture. The term ‘communicative civic-ness’
is discussed in more detail in Chapter 10 but, before that discussion, there is
a need to critically examine the concept of political culture in assessing the
use of social media in civic life. The previous chapters show that the social
relations of particular contexts of civic and political action shape the use of
social media, and that these contexts comprise a range of actors including
activists, participants, professional and citizen journalists, community groups
and campaigning groups. Each of these actors has traditionally featured in
civic life, which has required various types of communication. This chapter
discusses the way that political culture has addressed forms of participation
in order to identify new aspects of civic communication and engagement,
and also critically considers whether mainstream politics needs to change in
order to engage more meaningfully with people’s concerns and values. In
response to deficits in mainstream politics, this chapter discusses how social
media can be used to foster affect by creating engagement, and it outlines
new forms of connective organisation which are emerging with the upsurge
in contentious politics.

Chapter 10, ‘Communicative civic-ness: framing communication, civic
engagement and participation’, draws on the previous chapters to develop a
framework for shaping theoretical and conceptual ideas that can offer
insights for understanding and analysing civic participation in the digital age.
It focuses particularly on the relationship between the use of social media
and engagement in political culture. This conceptual and analytical frame-
work will enable an assessment of the relationship between social media and
political culture, as well as the significance of that relationship in the wider
dynamics of participation. The concept of political culture is developed into
the idea of lived political culture to reflect the diversity, networked and
highly mediated late-modern world. The chapter then provides a new con-
ceptual framework to depict civic participation, which consists of three
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interlinking dimensions: (a) hybrid engagers within the social relations of
civic society; (b) the ‘communication, engagement and participation com-
plex’ of lived political culture in the digital age; and (c) seven distributed
nodes of communicative civic-ness. Together, these dimensions constitute
communicative civic-ness, which is understood as the ways in which hybrid
engagers connect, engage and participate with civic issues. The dynamic,
networked framework has seven distributed nodes that support civic sensi-
bility and action in a world of social and political inequality. In a context
where formal neo-liberal politics is no longer connecting with citizens and
has reduced its role to merely protecting the market, the use of social media
within a civic context has become a way for people to express and share
concerns, and to organise communicative and social action. Thus, political
culture becomes a lived political culture that reconnects personal and public
concerns with everyday life negotiations.

Chapter 11, ‘Conclusion: communicative civic-ness’, pulls together the
various threads of the main argument and identifies the key issues that need
to be addressed. It asserts that, although commentators have gained some
knowledge about how individuals and organisations use social media, little is
understood about the relative alignment and quality of their communication
practices in fostering civic participation. The chapter stresses that it is crucial
to understand the existence and degree of communication gaps, whereby
digital voices are not connecting with organisations, in order to take action
to reduce the risk of absence or deficiency of civic debate and attendant
democratic processes – a concern raised by Papacharissi as far back as 2002.
Social media have the potential to take forms of debate in a number of
directions in relation to different civic networks and organisations. Some of
these may reinforce classically conceived democratic processes, while others
may threaten those processes. This book assesses this potential, and explores
the design issues of technology in shaping communication. The development of
a new framework of communicative civic-ness seeks to aid a better-informed
debate about the potential role of social media to support pluralistic discus-
sions that underpin deliberative democratic processes, and identify ways to
achieve that outcome. The new conceptual framework presented in this
book will allow scholars and researchers to evaluate the emerging issues of
civic participation in the digital age more clearly, and to identify when social
media are transforming into civic media.
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Chapter 2

Engagement and participation
Forms and practices

Introduction

To assess the role of social media in political culture requires addressing
the characteristics of participation in civic and political life. Social media
are a form of communication that features in the ways in which people can
engage and participate in civic life and in political culture. The way the
form is integrated into daily life means that it is situated within both personal
and civic life and, because of this positioning, people experience a lived
political culture as something crafted from everyday life, a form of civic
culture and politics – as widely defined. There are two concepts embedded
in this lived political culture: levels of participation and types of engage-
ment. The term ‘engagement’ refers to the ways in which individuals are
interested in an issue and/or event. Engagement relates to participation;
however, participation tends to refer to the practical actions which indivi-
duals carry out to take part in an issue and/or event. This distinction
becomes blurred in social media communication because it can involve
both engagement and participation simultaneously. The concept of partici-
pation and the way it materialises in practice is complex and varied. This
chapter introduces the main debates around the characteristics, processes
and practices of participation. Key aspects of this include: (a) levels of
participation, and (b) the relationship between public, private and civic life
in shaping participation. When considering levels of participation, the
focus is on society-wide practices and structures of participation, such as
different types of democracy and democratic processes. The focus on the
relationship between public and private life highlights how individuals
interpret and reflect on their own concerns, as well as the ways they relate
to wider political and civic issues. Levels of participation and the relation-
ship between public, private and civic spheres are also both important in
understanding the use of social media in contemporary political culture.
This chapter therefore discusses these issues to lay the basis for considering
social media and political culture.



Participation and forms of democracy

Social media are a key feature of the ways in which people engage and par-
ticipate in social and political life. Ordinary people of all ages and genders
are increasingly using social media – there are currently approximately 2.51
billion social media users worldwide (www.statista.com/statistics/278414/
number-of-worldwide-social-network-users/). These platforms feature in
social networks that are integral to contemporary society and, as such, are
part of civic and political life (Castells 2002). Thus, the analysis of social
media and political culture needs to assess the significance of any relationship
between levels of participation and the ways these relate to certain institu-
tionally shaped processes of participation. One area of social and political
life that articulates the notion of participation is that of democracy.
Although the concept of democracy infers a general idea that people should
participate in the organisation of social life, there is nonetheless a range of
views about what this actually means. It is evident that even a basic notion of
democracy raises questions about how participation might be understood.
At the most fundamental level, there are three forms of democracy: direct
democracy, representative democracy and semi-democracy.

Direct democracy involves people deciding on policy initiatives directly, and
this is not a common form of democracy. Athenian democracy in the 5th
century BC is an example of direct democracy, but it was not inclusive, as
women and slaves were not allowed to participate. Other examples of direct
democracy include citizen law making in Switzerland, which developed in
the 13th century AD. In the 1800s a ‘statute referendum’ and a ‘constitutional
amendment initiative’ were developed, which enabled Swiss citizens to vote
directly on initiatives and is still in use today. Other instances of direct
democracy include some public participation initiatives that rose to promi-
nence during Lyndon B. Johnson’s presidency in the United States (US), as
well as examples of public participation in some American states today,
although support for these varies across issues and states. Some recent
examples of direct democracy using online communication systems include
the US ‘Direct Democracy Online’ initiative, or open source and collabora-
tive governance.

Representative democracy is based on the principle that elected officials are
chosen to represent a certain group of people. This type of democracy
developed in relation to mass societies, where participation is at a large scale
across populations with inclusive citizenship rights, which means that they
have political, social and cultural rights. Representative democracy is con-
ceptually associated with representative government as a political system.
Representative democracy is considered efficient, because it enables a small
number of elected individuals to rule on behalf of a large number of citizens.1

Semi-democracy refers to stable states that have both democratic and
authoritarian features and operate through dominant party systems, which
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means that there are opposition parties and freely held elections. The dominant
party can, and often does, however, maintain power through unfair electoral
campaigns or election misconduct. There has been a demise of authoritarian
governance since the late 1980s, such as the military dictatorships that existed
in Latin America and in Africa before that time. However, the transition to a
genuine representative democracy is often difficult and there is a tendency
for such states to resort to semi-democratic arrangements.

These different types of democracy show that there is a relationship
between types of participation and the processes of participation. This leads to
questions about what level of participation is required to ensure a functioning
democracy and this, in turn, requires an assessment not only of what con-
stitutes a functioning democracy, but also how to define good democracy.

In terms of levels of participation, the debates largely centre around
notions such as practical levels of participation, minimum levels of citizen
participation and high levels of popular participation. For example, Dahl
(1971) seeks to identify ways to maximise democracy through processes that
will enable participation in practical terms, whereas Schumpeter (1942) does
not consider citizen participation to be essential for democracy, while Rousseau
(1988 [1762]) argues that every citizen should participate in political decision
making. Therefore, in terms of understanding the role of participation in
democracy and the level of participation required in a democracy, there are
different views. For instance, some commentators believe that citizens play a
very limited role in decision making, so there only need to be low levels of
citizenship participation. Schumpeter (1942) asserts that the only form of
citizen participation required is voting for their leaders. Likewise, Dahl (1971)
states that citizen participation is best organised through the mechanism of
elections, with voting comprising the main participatory action. However, he
also argues the need for processes that will maximise democracy, proposing
the concept of ‘polyarchy’ – where power is held by a number of people – as
a more realistic theory of participation than populist approaches that advocate
full participation (Michels 2004). Dahl seeks to identify the conditions that
are necessary and sufficient for maximising democracy in a practical way in
the ‘real’ world. He believes this will happen through a system of polyarchy
that maximises popular sovereignty and political equality. In polyarchical
systems, elections play a central role in maximising democracy, because
voters choose both leaders and policies.

The arguments made by Schumpeter (1942) and Dahl (1971) show that the
role of citizen participation is seen in an instrumental way in democratic
processes. For these writers, citizen voting serves the political process
because it informs who will become the political leaders, and what issues
need to be addressed via particular policies. They argue that extensive
amounts of participation are not desirable. Schumpeter (1942) takes an elitist
stance, asserting that the masses are incapable of doing any more than voting
for their leaders because ordinary people do not have sufficient knowledge
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to make informed judgements about policy and political issues. Dahl (1971)
extends this argument, maintaining that there could even be dangerous and
excessive levels of citizen participation in political affairs. These perspectives
rest on an assumption that people from lower socio-economic backgrounds
favour authoritarian ideas and might, therefore, undermine consensus about
the norms of democracy. Commentators who take this elitist stance fear that
mass participation in politics could, consequently, lead to totalitarianism, so
argue that democracy should be limited to elections. The act of participating
through the mechanism of voting enables the political system to function
and means that ordinary people’s lack of knowledge and mass participation
will not undermine the norms and functioning of representative democracy.
Sartori (1962) neatly summarises this approach by arguing that people
‘should react and not act’.

However, this elitist perspective is only one opinion about what levels of
participation are needed to support a vibrant democracy. Indeed, writers
such as Rousseau (1988 [1762]), Zolo (1992), Arendt (1963) and Pateman
(1970) consider that these types of approaches have a limited view of parti-
cipation and, to some degree, also a limited view of democracy. In contrast
to the elitist viewpoint, they assert that, in order for a state to function,
every citizen must participate in political decision making. Although Rousseau’s
concepts of participation and democracy emerged from ideals of small-scale
peasant-based societies with economic equality and economic independence,
his ideas nonetheless form a basis for understanding democracy in modern
society. In Du Contrat Social (1762), Rousseau outlines a political system in
which citizens decide to be free by making the laws that rule them. The social
contract is the basis of this system and relies on people looking beyond their
own individual interests in order to work together to develop policy and
rules (Rousseau 1988 [1762]). The consequence of this is that people will be
governed by the rules they make themselves, so participation in the political
process is important because it ensures freedom for everyone. Rousseau
believes that citizens developing rules and policies in cooperation with each
other is the expression of the ‘general will’, which is an important concept in
considering the ways that high levels of participation – both in terms of numbers
of people participating and in substantive actions – contribute to democracy by
creating an open, accountable and legitimate government.

Rousseau (1988 [1762]) states that the ‘general will’ differs from ‘the will of
all’, because the general will aims to create a common good and is expressed in
law, whereas ‘the will of all’ is simply the aggregate of every individual’s own
desires. A further distinction is that the ‘general will’ refers to people in their
sovereign capacity, in contrast to the ‘will of all’ which means people in their
individual citizen capacity. In practical terms, it is difficult to distinguish
between the two definitions because both are demonstrated by popular vote.
However, despite this lack of clarity, Rousseau argues that the general will is
different in kind because it expresses a policy that is acceptable to all, so is
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legitimate across a population where citizens have differing views. Rousseau
argues that participating through the social contract creates a wider reflection
on issues and consideration of others, thereby meaning that popular participa-
tion does not result in a rule of the majority without minority representation.
He writes that the social contract shapes people’s actions by forcing them to
act in a fair manner to each other and to be active citizens in the public
sphere. By working together to develop rules and policies in this way, people
learn to see beyond their own interests, and it is through this process that
they learn to be well-rounded public, as well as private, citizens (Rousseau
1988 [1762]). Thus, even though Rousseau’s work is from an earlier date, it
suggests a richer notion of participatory democracy than the purely instrumental
view put forward by Schumpeter and Dahl.

Participatory democracy extends the idea of participation beyond voting
in elections to participating in all aspects of decision making in political and
social life. For instance, Pateman (1970) argues that participation should
encompass areas such as working life, and contemporary Scandinavian
workplace democracy (Andersen and Hoff 2001) is one example of this
approach. Such participatory theories rest on the premise that democracy
involves everyone, so people need to be actively engaged in democracy and
active in its realisation – in other words, citizens themselves become the agents
of democracy, instead of political leaders or others in leadership roles. From
this perspective, participation does not serve the narrow democratic instru-
mental function of voting for a government, but has an expressive role in
which the act of participation itself has value and is a value in itself. This
means that high levels of participation are desirable and, in fact, required,
because participation is a way for individual citizens to believe and express
the notion that they are part of a political system. This sense of participating
in something in relation to others creates the conditions for focusing on
citizens’ collective interests.

The dynamics of participatory democracy involve three aspects that shape
and foster participation. First, there is an educational aspect, because partici-
pation contributes to personal growth by making individuals become public
citizens. Mill (1861), like Rousseau, asserts that the role of participation is to
turn people into civic-minded citizens, arguing that the best way to learn
about democracy is through participating at a local level. The second aspect
of participation is that it acts as an integrator, helping people feel that they
belong to a community. Third, participation serves to ensure good government,
because individuals behave as public actors, creating rules and government
from a collective basis. Furthermore, by participating in a range of issues and
areas of social life, citizens gain a wider understanding of social, economic
and cultural issues, enabling them to make better political decisions and to
understand political decisions at a national level (Pateman 1970).

These debates indicate the ways that participation is understood in relation
to democratic processes with an artificial boundary between the two
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positions – one that argues for a limited form of instrumental participation
and the other that advocates higher levels of expressive participation
(Michels 2004). It is artificial in the sense that these constructions do not
capture the dynamics of participation or the dynamics of democracy. Levels
of participation vary in different social and political contexts in relation to a
range of issues and citizenship-government relations. In short, the ethos and
characteristics of a political culture also shape and inform both patterns
and levels of participation. The dichotomy between the instrumental and
expressive is not clear-cut either, since neither is mutually exclusive. Writers
such as Thompson and Hoggett (2012) argue that participation in political
and, indeed, civic life involves a mixture of expressive and instrumental
thoughts, emotions and actions. Furthermore, as Pateman (1970) notes, certain
educational and social conditions are needed to underpin even low levels of
participation in the form of voting. Here, participation serves to ensure good
government because individuals act as public citizens in creating rules and
electing government from a base of collective disinterested citizens. Further-
more, by participating in a range of issues and areas of social life, citizens
gain a wider understanding of social, economic and cultural issues that
enables them to make better political decisions and to understand political
decisions at a national level (Pateman 1970).

Another question that these debates raise relates to assumptions about the
amount of people participating. Michels (2004) argues that there are two main
approaches to political participation and democracy. The first approach views
participation as playing a marginal role, as in representative democracy, and
it focuses on political leaders. It considers participation to be largely instru-
mental, without any educative or social function. In this type of democracy
there is not a strong relationship between participation and good government.
Furthermore, mass participation at scale is not desirable. The second
approach views participation as an essential feature of democracy, as in parti-
cipatory democracy. This focuses on citizens and considers participation to
be expressive, having both educative and social functions, and ensuring good
government through participation. In this context, mass participation is
desired and is seen as contributing to vibrant democracy.

So, it is clear that debates in the pre-digital age centred around ways to
enable participation at scale and how to address the difficulties of commu-
nicating at a mass level. These issues remain in the current context, but the
development of digital platforms and social media networks is challenging
some of these previous assumptions about large-scale communication and
participation. However, even if the affordances of digital communication and
services feature in the changing dynamics of communication and participation,
there are still concerns about how any new patterns of communication and
participation can feed into democratic processes (Norris 2011). Nonetheless,
levels of active participation (i.e. involvement in decision making) and scale
(in terms of numbers participating) are still key issues in debates about
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participation, in either representative or participatory democracy. Further,
the link between engagement and participation is under-explored in terms of
the role that communication plays in the dynamics of participation and
democracy.

The collaborative turn in political and civic life

A defining term in modern and late modern democracies is that of ‘partici-
pation’. In the political sphere, the idea of participation refers to the ways
that citizens actively participate in policy making – voting or membership of
a political party comprising the two main forms of participation. However,
from a period that started in the 1940s and ended in the 1980s, a more colla-
borative approach was developed in relation to decision making in govern-
ment policy. Although relatively short-lived, this development (described
below) illustrates the ways that institutions sought to foster participation and
embed it into a set of processes. Although supported by legislation, it was
only somewhat successful, which raises the question of whether participation
can be engineered in a deliberate, top-down manner, or if it also requires an
openness to voluntary and bottom-up approaches.

The political context of the US in the 1930s and 1940s provides a clear
example of this collaborative turn, characterised by a range of participatory
approaches which Almond and Verba (1963) term as a ‘participatory explo-
sion’. The US federal agencies during this period wanted to glean citizens’
views and preferences in order to inform their policy decisions. The idea of
producing a more collaborative approach was based on the development of
the New Deal programme, which sought to address poverty in the US
during the 1930s (Koontz et al. 2004). The Administrative Procedure Act,
passed by Congress in 1946, stipulated a minimum standard of public
involvement in the administrative decision-making process. This and several
related acts2 aimed to increase inclusionary activity in contrast to the earlier
collaborative focus of the law in the 1940s, because they intended to give
citizens a participatory status as well as genuine decision-making power
(Stenberg 1972).

However, actual participation by members of the public varied widely and
was generally low. Golden (1998) argues that this was partly due to the fact
that people found the policy and participation processes unclear or even
obscure. The resulting lack of individual participation meant that corporations
or well-organised lobby groups could inhabit that space instead to influence
policy, drowning out other citizens’ perspectives. This imbalance was recog-
nised and addressed in developments in American participatory approaches
in the 1960s. In the US and in many other democratically developed coun-
tries there was a move to make policy making more explicitly participatory.
However, this ideal of significant levels of citizen participation was not
realised – on the contrary, people felt a pervasive sense of apathy and
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alienation. Despite further initiatives during the 1970s, it still remained difficult
to foster extensive participation in policy-making decisions.

The idea of participation changed during the 1980s with the rise in new
neo-liberal approaches to policy and government. The move to public-private
partnerships, market mechanisms to deliver policy programmes and services,
and new forms of public administration resulted in loose coalitions of com-
mercial and non-profit providers. This decentralisation and privatisation
created an environment in which the implementation of policy initiatives
was guided through governance processes, rather than being under govern-
ment control. This governance involved the collective action of a variety of
participants who each held some control over the decision-making process
(Milward and Provan 2000). This triggered the emergence of more non-
governmental forms of governance collaboration along two dimensions:
(a) inter-organisational and network arrangements with a reduced role for
government; and (b) the role of non-governmental actors in fostering and
engaging in public participation processes (Koontz et al. 2004).

The drive for non-governmental actors to develop public participation has
produced a range of approaches. Some of these can be viewed as manip-
ulating participation, or participation as therapy – neither of which generates
any meaningful involvement in decision making. Other approaches can be
classed as informing, consulting or placating citizens – that is, types of
tokenism which give the impression of listening to citizens but, in fact, do
not feed their concerns into decision-making activities or policy agendas.
There is some evidence of methods that are more genuinely participatory,
however, such as partnerships and delegated power and citizen control pro-
cesses, which give individuals a degree of power. These approaches form
part of Arnstein’s (1969) ladder of participation and are still evident in the
contemporary landscape of the 2010s. Nonetheless, even with this decen-
tralisation, the development of a more flexible governance system and
initiatives such as introducing participatory budgeting, participation has still
not increased in an inclusive and transparent way (Corbett 2013). Further-
more, the disparity in access to resources for participation also reduces
transparency in participatory processes and this consequently undermines trust
in democratic processes. Therefore, the collaborative turn and its development
into a range of participatory initiatives has not generated high levels of
democratic participation. This suggests that there is a need to understand, first,
what the dynamics of engagement are and, second, whether these dynamics
relate to specific instances or ongoing processes of active participation.

Participation and the social dynamics of civic life

All the various forms of democracy require citizen participation in order to
function. Furthermore, democracy needs an appropriate level of participation
to sustain the validity it draws from a sense of ‘the consent of the people’ as
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a basis of political order (Held 1996, p.ix). Therefore, for democracy to hold
legitimacy, there needs to be a level of citizen participation that is itself
embedded within some form of civic engagement. Political participation is
often a mix of intentionality, habit and ritual which is both shaped by, and
shapes, civic life. Although there is a strong commitment to democracy in
Western states, there is also an absence of strong engagement and participation
in democratic processes. Long-term trends suggest that this lack is evident
across all levels and types of engagement. For instance, voter turnout at
elections is declining, sustained loyalties to political parties are weakening
and trust in government is reducing (Dahlgren 2009). There is a similar pattern
in civic engagement, with fewer people being involved in community orga-
nisations on a voluntary basis. Citizens also feel powerless to effect change or
foster social development using existing democratic institutions (Putnam
2000). Despite these worsening trends, low levels of participation are not
new and have never reached the ideals proposed by progressive writers and
thinkers such as Rousseau (1988 [1762]) and Pateman (1970). In order to
address the problem of low levels of participation in democracy, Dewey
(1939b) (who is very much a civic optimist) argues that it is important to
understand active citizenship in sociological terms. Walter Lipmann, who is
more pessimistic about participation, also acknowledges the need to recognise
the social dynamics of participation.

In social terms, levels of political participation and the difficulties in
increasing them are located within structural, social and cultural issues. In
structural terms, the processes of extra-parliamentary activity that seek to
influence political decisions and legislation occur within established political
structures. This means that those people who have the cultural capital to
organise and lobby successfully have an advantage over those who do not.
Not all citizens have the necessary skills or are in a position to lobby suc-
cessfully, therefore formal citizenship on its own does not guarantee genuine
or progressive inclusion and equality. A number of social and political
exclusionary mechanisms can act as barriers to participation in democratic
processes, as well as creating obstacles to greater social and political equality.
Studies such as Power to the People (White 2006) assert that it is very often
not individual or personal apathy that creates disengagement with demo-
cratic processes. Rather, citizens do not feel that the processes of formal
democracy offer them enough influence over political decisions. They are
also concerned that the main political parties are too similar to each other,
which limits the range of policies they can engage with. In addition, there is a
perception that political parties lack moral principles. Another concern
relates to the organisation of electoral systems so, for example, the United
Kingdom’s (UK) current electoral system is believed to result in unequal
and wasted votes. There is also a perception amongst citizens that the broad
range of political parties’ policies they are asked to vote for do not match or
express their own varied and differing concerns. Many people feel that they
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lack sufficient information or knowledge about formal politics and that
voting procedures are inconvenient and unattractive. The Power to the People
report echoes many other commentators by noting that although these
issues are not new, it is important to understand which social factors in
the early 21st century are fostering today’s considerable disengagement and
lack of participation.

The Power to the People (2006) report argues that a new kind of citizen
has arisen in established democracies. This has been brought about by the
structural transition from an industrial to a post-industrial society – and one
could argue, into the information society (Wessels 2010b). Developments
into a post-industrial and information society have wrought two main
impacts on the issue of disengagement. First, a larger section of the population
is now better educated, many are more affluent, and people expect to have
greater control over most aspects of their lives, being less deferential to
those in power. In many ways, people are not as tightly tied to bonds of
place, class and institutions as they were in the industrial period. Second, the
process of de-industrialisation and its attendant neo-liberal globalisation has
produced marginalised groups and individuals who experience various levels
of social exclusion (Steinert and Pilgram 2007). People in these marginalised
groups live in poverty, have low levels of education, poor living and working
conditions, and experience multiple deprivation through low incomes.
Therefore, they have few material or social resources for participation, they
consider mainstream politics irrelevant to them and feel powerless to raise
their concerns. As Schlozman, Verba and Brady (1999, 2012) point out,
another feature of marginalisation and inequality is that organisations seek-
ing membership or donations actively engage the wealthiest groups in
society, meaning that poorer communities and individuals become even less
influential and represented. They argue that this participatory disparity is a
result of inequalities in education and income.

These issues extend into the development of consumer society and the
information society (Wessels 2014). The evolution of consumer society from
within the post-industrial period fostered a social consciousness that is less
shaped by industrial-era socio-economic and class-based interests and more
by lifestyles and personal interests. The rise of an information society based
on a digital communication infrastructure also ushered in new perceptions
that are shaped through this networked communication. Individuals and
groups in society appropriated the global communication structures to
create new realities in terms of networked communities, networked organi-
sations and networked individualism (Wellman and Haythornthwaite 2002).
The rise of consumerism generated a form of participation based on lifestyle
choices and identities signified by possessions and activities. These types of
sensibilities create networks of choice, which are not just related to consump-
tion but also address a range of social and political issues – for instance,
concern for specific issues and ongoing matters such as the environment,
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women’s movements and human rights. In contrast to industrial-period
organisations, these new groupings are not particularly class based, but
instead express the expansion of middle-class mores and the rise of service
and professional occupations. These types of engagement confirm Hay’s
(2007) observation that some people who are estranged from traditional
politics are extensively involved in other political activities, and may view
their non-participation as a political act. In this context, various types of
participation are emerging, including activism, local action groups, social
movements and protests. Digital media are often cited as a tool that enables
greater participation (Barney 2004), since social movements and activist
groups use it for various campaigns addressing political and social issues
outside mainstream politics (Castells 2002).

Current uncertainty about the quality and character of participation in
civic life is resulting in further debates about political culture, as scholars
seek to understand political culture in this diverse, networked and highly
mediated world. For instance, in 2011 Verba commented that his study with
Almond had not paid enough attention to context and institutional structures.
He also noted that their study had not taken the diversity of cultures into
account, so did not account for the way that local culture interacted with a
broader sense of political culture to generate certain types of civic participation
and distinct political understandings (Verba 2011). Goldfarb (2012) picks up
on some of these points and agrees that culture is important. He states that
the sociological insights of Putnam (1995a), Fine and Harrington (2004) and
Eliasoph (1998) show the importance of considering the significance of
‘humans in their associations’ when discussing political culture (Goldfarb
2012, p.29). He further argues that the workings of political culture can be
explored by examining human cultural and political interactions – that political
culture can be observed, appraised and reinvented through the variety of
interactions in people’s patterns of association.

There are therefore three issues challenging the ways that people engage
with democratic processes, which together reduce levels of participation.
First, many people feel marginalised and do not believe that democracy
represents them. Even in contexts of more participatory approaches, they
often believe that taking part in consultations or public events will not
change their situation. Second, some people are socially excluded and think
that the way politics is organised, including existing political party structures,
is not especially relevant to them. In these contexts, people feel that formal
democracy does not offer them any influence, equality or respect. Even
though political parties are trying to adapt to a new type of electorate, they
continue finding it difficult to connect with the electorate in a meaningful
way. Furthermore, the rising diversity of society means ever more variation
in the ways that different groups relate to politics and democracy. For
example, women, black and ethnic minority communities, those on low
incomes and young people have different perceptions and experiences of
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democratic processes. There is a sense that what has traditionally been under-
stood as political participation does not align with how people are actually
reflecting on what is important to them or to others. The third aspect is the
way that issues and concerns are raised and shared. Here, the use of digital
media contributes to the changing forms of political communication,
including the increasingly blurred boundaries between political and civic
communication. These three aspects highlight the importance of considering
the dynamics of political and social life.

Lived political culture: the dynamics of political and social life

The organisation and characteristics of political participation are shaped by
social life. The development of political participation in Western industrial
societies is embedded in the rise of large urban populations and the changes
that factory-working life brought to social relations from those in the previous
rural, feudal society. During the industrial period, social relations changed
from agrarian-based local communities to a city life that revolved around the
demands of wage labour and the market (Polanyi 1957; Tronto 1993). This
change meant that a separation between community and personal senses of
political issues was lost and a formal, rational sense of politics developed in
its place. This represents a change in how politics is understood. In early
Greek civilisation and the writings of Aristotle, politics was embedded in the
tight relationship between public and private issues, with politics seen as a
form of civic humanism. However, with the rise of industrial capitalism, this
civic humanism was replaced by a modern natural law approach. This type
of politics is characterised by its regulatory and legalistic foci, seeking to
address the negative and damaging aspects of industrial capitalism’s pursuit
of private gain. It is very different from the tradition of civic humanism and
has a contrasting view of human nature. Those with an Aristotelian tradition
view people as political animals, whereas those with a natural law perspective
see humans as competitive beings who need society to survive. This means
that individuals have to agree on a common system of law that will allow
them to pursue their own aims, but in a way that protects everyone against a
Hobbesian notion of a war of all against all (Manning 2013).

Scottish Enlightenment writers, most notably Hutcheson (1694–1746),
Hume (1711–1776) and Smith (1723–1790), sought to ensure justice in what
they saw as the world of strangers that had been created through indus-
trialisation. These commentators developed a sense of politics that was
abstract and based on a commercial form of exchange. As Teichgraeber
(1986) argues, the Scottish Enlightenment focus on the impersonal forces of
the market and the belief that commerce could secure social order and
integration meant that the Scottish Moralists took a ‘de-politicised view of
individual morality and a de-moralised view of politics’ (Teichgraeber 1986,
p.10). They argued that people’s needs and security could only be met
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through commerce and exchange, not by an individual’s own labour. Accord-
ing to this view, commerce and exchange generate links between self-interest
and social benefits for wider society, which means that politics needs to
manage and mediate that relationship in order to ensure justice. The character
of politics is therefore legalistic, regulatory and administrative. This differs
significantly from civic humanism, which describes a sphere in which
humanity’s ‘deepest practical and moral concerns find resolution or fulfil-
ment’ (Teichgraeber 1986, p.10). In contrast, the view based on commerce
and exchange reduces politics to the regulation of social life without any
moral value or purpose beyond ensuring a stable environment for the
market to function in (Manning 2013). So politics in this sense is no longer
concerned about the development of character and virtue of citizens who are
law-abiding or active contributors to the common good of society. Manning
(2013) argues that this reduced natural law version of politics still shapes our
sense of politics today.

Politics based on natural law also generates questions about the character-
istics of public life. In addition, considering the public world of the market
and politics also means thinking about the private sphere and the world of
the household, which is seen as a counter to the public world of strangers,
corruption and vanity (Manning 2013). Women were viewed as the mainstay
of the household, and women and the private sphere became the site of a
timeless home that provided nurture, sympathy, benevolence and reproduction.
As moral life shifted from sentiment to reason, it was in the private area of
the home that sentiment and morality came to be shared and fostered. As
Lash (1977), Aries (1962) and Berger et al. (1974) argue, the family became a
site of intense intimacy, emotionality and romantic love in response to the
impersonal, bureaucratised modern state. Berger et al. state this clearly: ‘the
private sphere has served a kind of balancing mechanism providing meanings
and meaningful activity to compensate for the discontents brought about by
the large structures of modern society’ (Berger et al. 1974, pp.185–186). This
distinction between public and private worlds emerged during industrialisa-
tion and remains intact in contemporary life. Elias (1969, 1982), a theorist of
changes in civilisations, writes that in what he termed the advance of civilisa-
tion, human lives are increasingly divided between an ‘intimate and private
sphere’ and a ‘public and rational sphere’. Elias argues that this split is a
highly normalised part of taken-for-granted life.

The distinction between the public and private, and the meaning of politics
developed by industrial society and formalised through the writings of the
Scottish Enlightenment remain evident today. Politics in contemporary society
has a strong focus on issues such as law and order, interest rates, taxes,
inflation and employment. As Manning (2013) contends, these reflect homo
economicus and represent the Scottish Moralist argument that politics centres
around the regulation and administration of social life. However, if one
understands politics in the wider sense of civic humanism then it includes
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more than just regulation and administration and involves the affective
aspects of engagement and participation as well. Papacharissi (2015) asserts
that affect – emotional impact – is an important part of public life, energising
the rituals of public, civic and private life, which is not generally taken into
account when discussing political participation. If politics is understood in
wider terms as civic humanism and if the affective aspects of engagement are
recognised, it becomes clear that the dynamics of participation are embedded
within civic and cultural life. This possibility is recognised by commentators
and researchers working on young people’s attitudes to politics. There is a
general perception that young people are not interested in politics; however,
as Manning argues, this claim is based on a narrow conception of politics as
merely regulation and administration and something entirely rational. In
fact, studies of young people’s activities and discussions show that they are
interested in political issues in the broader sense, that their interests are an
integration of public and private issues, and that they often engage with
politics through affect (Loader et al. 2016). This reveals an understanding of
politics in civic and civil terms that is wider than conventional narrow
understandings of politics based merely on the market economy or domestic
and social policy.

A further consequence of an artificial distinction that places politics within a
rational public sphere and consigns personal concerns to the private sphere
is that it does not take into account the ways in which people make sense of
both private troubles and public issues (Mills 1959). As first-wave feminism
noted, the personal is political, and people discuss both public and private
issues in their everyday lives. They debate a range of issues and question
ethics, values and morality as they engage with and participate in social and
cultural activities, as well as economic and political life. In these contexts,
the characteristics of political practices are reflexive and embedded in social
life. They can be seen as ‘phronesis’ – a type of wisdom or intelligence that
means acting virtuously in practical ways that will enhance other people’s
characters. This type of practice re-moralises politics by bringing it back in
touch with the lived experiences of everyday life, as well as politicising
ethics, values and moralities.

In modernity and late modernity this type of political consideration and
activity can be defined as reflexive. It is socially situated in the loosening of
social ties and boundaries that force individuals to create and recreate their
lives from their own interpretations and resources. This means identity, the
crafting of a lifecourse and social values, which are more open than in tradi-
tional or early modern society (Giddens 1991). Alongside rising individualism,
this requires greater deliberation and reflection at the personal level. Archer
(2003) defines reflexive deliberation as ‘the mental activity, which in private
life, leads to self-knowledge: about what to do, what to think and what to
say’ (Archer 2003, p.26), going on to say that reflexivity is the way that
people craft a life from their own social situations. This also suggests that
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reflexivity has some level of critical capacity in the ways in which people
make a social life, especially in societies that are not bound by tradition.
Phronesis as a form of practical intelligence or wisdom points to the virtue
of someone knowing how to make judgements in particular contexts. This
sense of wisdom and context is different from a Kantian notion of a fixed
morality based on rules. Therefore, phronesis plays a role in reflexive practice
and process in ethic-political considerations and practices. As Holmes (2010)
suggests, reflexivity is emotional as well as social, involving a person’s incli-
nations, feelings, moral and ethical considerations, as well as their percep-
tions of risk. This book argues that reflexivity is enacted within civic society
and everyday culture, as well as in political culture.

The dynamics of participation extend beyond the domains of both the
public and private spheres and individual reflexivity, because these are all
embedded within broader social and cultural life. Although politics and
civic society can be seen as distinct aspects of social life, their meaning and
position in social life is shaped through culture. The term ‘civic’ refers to
senses of the public that are visible, relevant and accessible to many people.
The etymology of the word lies in the Greek word ‘civitas’, which refers to a
city-state and the Latin word ‘civcus’, meaning citizens. Talking about the
civic and civic-ness carries within it senses of public good and engaging in
activities such as community voluntary work, which is often referred to as
being civic-minded. Individuals and groups participate in various types of
social activities that bridge personal and public concerns. Some of these,
such as citizens participating in local health boards, school committees, com-
munity councils and planning partnerships, are more civic-focused because
they operate within a state remit. Other types of activity, such as participat-
ing in voluntary work, form part of civil society, because they are actions
carried out by independent citizens, not within an authority related to the
state. In Lord Beveridge’s 1942 report, he argues that voluntary action
undertaken by citizens not under the direction of any authority-wielding
state power is one of the distinguishing marks of a free society. These types
of engagement and participation in civic and civil society draw on senses of
personal and public concern within phronesis. There is a sense of helping
others and working together to find solutions for community problems, as
well as individual concerns and, as such, there is an element of altruism in
participating in civic life.

Notions of civic mindedness change over historical time and can be
understood differently in various cultural contexts. It is particularly difficult
to define the boundaries of civic life, since it is porous and tightly inter-
woven with political, cultural and economic life. For example, charity work
is usually viewed as engaging in civic life in the US and UK, whereas in
Sweden it is understood in terms of personal and individual action (Dahlgren
2009). Almond and Verba state that active democracy in the US after the
Second World War lay in civic culture, and argue that levels of political and
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public participation need to be understood in terms of the quality of social
bonds throughout society. They assert that the second wave of democratisation
(c.f. Huntingdon 1991), the Cold War and changes to post-industrialisation
all threatened social cohesion and trust in political institutions. Robert
Putnam is also concerned about these issues, stressing that the weakening of
social ties at that time (and into the present individualised society) has
resulted in lower levels of civic and civil participation. These writers point
out that facilitating participation not only depends on democratic processes,
but also on the quality and level of participation that emerges from cultures
of civic and civil society. Therefore, the various US initiatives that attempted
to increase participation (described earlier in the chapter) have not translated
into a more inclusive civil society and vibrant democracy.

In assessing levels of participation and the health of democracy, Merkel
(2013) notes that there has been a perceived crisis of democracy over many
centuries, most recently during the 1970s and 1980s. The main proponents
of this were writers on the left such as Habermas and Offe, and those on the
right like Crozier, Huntington and Watanuki (1975), whose concerns were
picked up during the early 2000s by Chantal Mouffe (2000) and Colin
Crouch (2004). Mouffe and Crouch triggered a Europe-wide debate about
‘post-democracy’. Left-wing writers argue that there is a crisis of democracy
based on their own normative ideas and perceptions of a bygone Golden
Age of democracy. However, there is a lack of consensus on this, while
findings from empirical research on democracy paint a more nuanced picture
which depicts constant challenges to democracy. For example, Dalton (2004)
observes a general decline in trust for political authorities, while Pharr and
Putnam (2000) find that the performance of democratic institutions has
weakened. So, these scholars identify current challenges to democracy but
do not accept that it is in crisis. However, other writers such as Pippa Norris
(1999) challenge these positions, questioning whether there is a genuine
decline of trust in democracy, writing that it is normal for feelings about
democracy to change over time, as there are ‘trendless fluctuations in system
support’ (Norris 2011). She distinguishes between a crisis in democracy and
the possibility of a democratic deficit, arguing that any sense of such a deficit
is probably related to increased citizen criticism or cynicism, negative report-
ing by the media and subjective perceptions arising from these that the
performance of democratic governments is weak. These debates help to focus
on some of the dynamics of political engagement and democracy; however,
there are several concerns about the quality of the debate. First, the theory-
driven approaches lack empirical evidence to support the claims being made.
Second, the empirical research tends to be based on what can be considered
rather superficial survey data, and only provides a partial picture of the con-
text. Given these caveats, it is important to note that the state of democracy
and levels of participation and engagement are not static – they are contested
and changing in form and content, as well as in ways of engagement.
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Conclusion

In order to assess the role of social media in political culture, this chapter
has discussed how the way that politics and participation are defined affects
assessments of levels of participation and crises in participation and in
democracy. The definitions based on natural law notions of politics fail to
take into account the wider meaning of politics in terms of morality, virtue,
practical wisdom and civic humanism. Furthermore, they do not fully
recognise phronesis within people’s everyday personal and public life, or the
ways that civic and civil culture open up spaces for reflexivity and partici-
pation. The interactions between personal and public interests indicate that
political culture is something that is ‘lived’, since people actively interpret
issues within the contexts of their own lives and in relation to the lives of
others. This reveals the inter-relationship between engagement and participa-
tion which is often blurred in terms of communication. This is particularly
so in the use of social media, as the following chapters discuss. The link
between engaging and participating in something requires having access to a
range of resources, such as being able to participate practically, having the
knowledge of how to participate, having relations with people and the means
to communicate. These are all shaped by the cultural context and the diverse
ways in which people might participate. Although people might perceive the
rise of social media in civic and civil life, as well as in public and private life,
as being participatory, it might not be seen as such from a natural law per-
spective. Furthermore, differing levels of participation may introduce new
nuances in terms of insight and action.

Notes
1 Representative democracy is conceptually associated with the political system of

representative government, which evolved from the French and American revolu-
tions of the 18th century. These populist uprisings ushered in the need for a
system to enable people to elect lawmakers as their political representatives, who
would be accountable to those citizens in their government activities.

2 This focus on participation was formalised through a series of acts passed by
Congress, such as the 1964 Economic Opportunity Act and the 1966 Demonstra-
tion and Metropolitan Cities Act, which underpinned legislation pushed through
by the Office of Economic Opportunity. This sought to ensure that policy and
programmes would be developed, conducted and administered in ways that facili-
tated high levels of participation. The 1946 Administrative Procedure Act required
federal agencies to publish draft proposals and provide public opportunities to
comment on these drafts as part of the policy-making process. They also required
opportunities to be provided for groups to represent their views. All this particu-
larly aimed to encourage widespread participation by groups who were usually
under-represented in such processes.
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Chapter 3

Voicing issues
The public sphere and the media

Introduction

The space where communication about political and civic issues takes place
is in the public sphere(s). The history of the media shows that their various
forms and social relations are embedded in – and feature in – the commu-
nication spaces specific to any particular environment (Wessels 2010b). In
other words, the characteristics of communication are created though the
interaction of types of media forms, distinctive sets of social relations and
specific kinds of communication models. Each of these generates different
ways for people to participate in communication, express their views and
have their voices heard. This chapter argues that communication media –

print, analogue, digital and oral – are interacting with society in symbolic
and increasingly digitally networked ways in configuring the public sphere(s).
These configurations shape the ways that opinions can be expressed and
heard across public arenas that consequently comprise forms of interaction
with political culture and in democratic processes.

Discourse and praxis in the public sphere

A public sphere started to develop in early modernity through the rise of the
middle classes and the establishment of a range of printed texts including news
pamphlets, newsbooks (https://hridigital.shef.ac.uk/newsbooks-project/), news-
papers (www.europeana-newspapers.eu) and novels (Dooby 1997). The main
point of reference for debates about the public sphere is Habermas’s book
The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (1989), which discusses the
development and decline of the bourgeois public sphere. It does this by
considering the interaction of changes in social, political and cultural life and
philosophical understandings of society, and the ways that these shape the
structure and spaces of public discourse and communication. He raises key
issues such as the relationship between public and private spheres, the rise
of expression of public opinion and the consequences of the development of
mass society for a rational-critical debate. The forms of interaction and the
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characteristics of representation are two aspects that inform various types of
communication and types of participation between individual people, and
between individuals or groups of people with those with the authority to
govern. Habermas (1989) identifies the relationship between spheres of
interaction and debate and spheres of representation in shaping the levels
and senses of public performances, engagement and dialogue. These range
from ruling elites’ non-inclusive staged performances to various levels of
public engagement and participation within a public sphere.

Habermas (1989) argues that there was no public realm in terms of inter-
action and debate during feudalism, but instead there was a space of repre-
sentation. In that period, aristocrats displayed their power through a range
of symbolic dramas played out in a public space. However, this space did
not have any sense of publicness in terms of inclusion, interaction or debate
because it comprised performances that noblemen put on in front of the
people, rather than any acts on behalf of a public (Goode 2005). The character
of this limited public realm during the feudal period was shaped through its
social relations, because the entity of a ‘public’ did not yet exist and there
was no distinction between public and private spheres. This changed with
the rise of trade and finance capitalism, alongside the development of civil
society. One of the central tenets of civil society is an ideology that ‘private
autonomy’ will help to create a publicness characterised by an interactive
engagement by people in public affairs and public interests. A range of
changes in the social relations between economic, political and religious life
during that era resulted in people still remaining subjects of the gentry but
becoming increasingly seen as part of a public. The term ‘public’ at that time
indicated a shift from feudal ties to a situation of a depersonalised state
authority. A further development during the mercantilist period resulting from
the struggles between economic production and trade was the emergence of a
new private sphere, which started to act as a check on the power of the state.

It is in these struggles and developments that one sees the emergence of
the bourgeoisie. This class became an independent entity and built a civil
society that was based on private commerce. In this context, economic issues
were of central public interest and the state’s authority rested on the strength
of the economy. The well-being of the bourgeoisie therefore rested on the
state’s taxation policy and legal statutes as well as military initiatives. Because,
on the one hand, the society now confronting the state clearly differentiated
a private domain from public authority and because, on the other hand, it
turned the reproduction of life into something transcending the confines of
private domestic authority and becoming a zone of public interest, that area
of administrative contact became ‘critical’, in the sense that it provoked the
critical judgement of a public making use of its reason (Habermas 1989).

Critical reasoning could be enacted in that period through the availability
of printed material, so the development of the printing press was key. A
combination of political, economic, cultural and technological developments
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created a publicly available media, one that was characterised by regularised
printed communications addressed to unspecified recipients. These recipients
were mainly the bourgeoisie and intellectuals, but nonetheless a communica-
tion space had been created that presented news as a general interest within
an emerging sense of regional and national networks of interconnections and
interdependency – it was a move away from localised economic self-sufficiency
and cultural horizons. This was the first step in the development of what
Anderson calls ‘imagined communities’ (Anderson 1991), that is, a sense of
community at the level of a nation-state. During this period, political journals
containing information about taxes, commodity prices, wars, foreign trade
and so on became popular. Habermas (1989) comments that news became a
commodity during this period and there was an economy of scale in producing
news for a larger market of readers. He also notes that the state and state
organisations started to recognise the power of the printed word.

However, as Goode (2005) argues, the development of the printing press
did not just reproduce a ‘representative publicness’ in which the printed
word disseminated state-led opinions and news to a passive public. The dis-
tance between the state and the bourgeoisie, alongside the emergence of a
civil society, generated a more critical stance from the public about the state
and those in authority. This was manifested within the printed media in the
form of critical opinion pieces and articles, which were frequently viewed as
learned articles. The publication of these articles in the daily press fostered a
wider critical sensibility, thus the press did not directly attack the establish-
ment, but generated a stance that questioned accepted conventions about the
position of the state and other institutions, such as the Church, in society. It
did this by challenging the power and status of the state and Church, parti-
cularly addressing the interpretative authority of both these institutions.
The press provided another space where independent views on literary,
philosophical and pedagogic issues could be aired. In some ways, as Habermas
(1989) expresses very eloquently, this bourgeois public sphere comprised a
‘world of letters’, which was a precursor to a more political public sphere.

Although there was some ambiguity about this world of letters, it did create
a space for the bourgeoisie and other elite intellectuals to think through and
debate a range of issues, and to reach some consensus on what a ‘good
society’ should be, and what policies were in the public interest. It provided the
freedom for a particular elite within a broader public to shape a sense of
humanity and carve out a sense of ‘authentic subjectivity’. In social terms,
the development of individual and personal subjectivity was seen as an
important aspect in underpinning and enabling a just polity. As this sphere
developed, it sought to take an egalitarian approach to public debate – one
which we would not consider inclusive today, as it mirrored the society of
the time, so did not allow any woman, or any man without property to
participate. Nevertheless, a new public sphere was emerging, which com-
prised private individuals and was centred around the idea of selfhood and
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the self as a sacrosanct entity. It was envisaged that this sense of selfhood
would support the way that such a public sphere could act, particularly in
stopping any abuses of power by those in authority. There was, therefore, a
particular mix between the political aspect of the public sphere and a personal
subjective element which, together, created an individualistically invigorated
political public sphere.

The purpose of this political public sphere was to ensure the protection
and integrity of the private sphere (Goode 2005) – and this reveals a confla-
tion of the political and the human. In concrete terms, this meant that the
bourgeoisie thought of itself as a universal class based on the meritocratic
ideals of a free market. Although this idea was open to extensive criticism –

Marx, for instance, understood the bourgeois class in negative terms –

instead of wanting to seek out and create itself as a new locus of power, it
sought to neutralise power in order to facilitate the development of civil
society. Underpinning this was the belief that everyone had the right to
participate in society, regardless of their status. In order to realise this
inclusive vision, privilege, social constraints and public interference had to be
removed from civil society, which could be achieved through a constitution
framework based on freedom of contract and laissez-faire trade policies.
Thus, the bourgeoisie, which claimed to stand for reason and justice, sought
to challenge state secrecy. As Habermas (1989) notes, this challenge to the
authority of the state and its power not to disclose information was rationally
conceived and was combined with critical public debate. This saw the
emergence of a ‘new critical reasoning’ in the political public sphere, especially
in Britain, which was an early developer of parliamentary reform and press
freedom, shaping the notion of a ‘Fourth Estate’ of the realm – largely
journalism – which was willing to confront state authorities. However, both
a free press and a Fourth Estate emerged at varying times in national con-
texts, for instance developing more slowly in France and Germany than in
the UK (Goode 2005).

One element that contributed to the growth of the press was the develop-
ment of expressions of public opinion. The word ‘opinion’ derives from the
Latin ‘opinio’, meaning ‘rumour’, and is associated with the Greek ‘doxa’,
meaning ‘to think’ or ‘appear’, so its etymology suggests that it involves
judgements based on presumption rather than reason. During the 18th century
opinion lacked critical reflection, validity or publicness; however, Habermas
argues that the rise of the public sphere enabled a corresponding increase in
critical reasoning (Goode 2005, pp.11–12). Habermas’s belief in the redemptive
power of debate and discourse is open to criticism, though, and the idea that
rational debate can improve society and influence positive change is still
being questioned today. As Goode (2005) argues, there is a general sense of
cynicism about whether ‘just talking about things’ can make any real difference.
Goode (2005) notes that terms such as a ‘talking shop’ and the ‘chattering
classes’ are generally used pejoratively, adding that ‘actions speak louder
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than words’ is a popularly held sentiment. This criticism brings out a distinc-
tion between the discursive aspects of the public sphere on which Habermas
concentrates, and the lifework aspects of the public sphere, as analysed by
Negt and Kluge (1972, 1993). Habermas’s focus on the bourgeoisie as a
universal class and the discursive dimension of the public sphere means that
his perception of the bourgeois public sphere is not tightly grounded in
substantive life interests. In contrast, Negt and Kluge (1972) argue that
praxis – that is, practice, rather than theory or debate – must be regarded as
a key element of the public sphere, since productive activity also contributes
to the public sphere. They consider praxis to be inclusive because it
encompasses material and cultural production as well as political action, and
they believe that praxis in the public sphere will be emancipatory.

In this way, Negt and Kluge’s (1972) discussions about the public sphere
and Habermas’s work The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (1989)
helped to turn the focus onto communication and opinion forming. Praxis
in itself, however, can also be problematic. Habermas widens the focus of
debate through his ideas about ‘communicative action’, which involve the
possibility of switching from action to discourse if agreements or under-
standings break down, and which is helpful in steering between action based
on class and that arising from abstract discussion. This is particularly useful
in addressing what praxis means in a diverse society where there are a range
of interests, identities and positions all trying to find a voice in the public
sphere, and where a call to action may not recognise that some people have a
divergent vision from the dominant status quo or may even be adversely
affected by the proposed practice. These issues can make any call to praxis
politically ineffective as well as morally suspect. This conundrum is demon-
strated by grassroots campaigners and direct action groups in two ways:

� Campaigners who do not engage in dialogue with the public because
they do not want to.

� Campaigners who are ignored by the media and other institutions in the
public sphere, meaning that they cannot engage in dialogue with other
groups and discourses in the public sphere even if they want to.

Negt and Kluge’s points about praxis and Habermas’s ideas on discourse
highlight several questions about the character of participation in and
through the public sphere. In particular, as Goode (2005) notes, a model of
the public sphere built either solely on discourse or on praxis does not offer
a progressive framework for an engaged and participatory public sphere. The
complexities of the public sphere are recognised by the Marxist-inspired
scholar Nicholas Garnham, who asserts that Habermas’s argument does take
into account some of the complexities of the public sphere. Garnham states
that Habermas’s approach recognises the ‘link between the institutions and
practices of mass communication and the institutions and practices of
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democratic politics’ (Garnham 1992, p.361). Furthermore, he notes that
Habermas also acknowledges the importance of civil society organisations
that are independent from the state and the market in shaping participation
in the public sphere. Garnham (1992) argues that this is an important caveat
to the neo-liberal view which posits that information and culture is a ‘privately
appropriable commodity’ rather than a ‘public good’, and which takes a
dichotomous view between the private interest and public good, without
recognising the role of civil society as a third actor in the public sphere. In
fact, considering the role of civil society means questioning assumptions
about the extreme of either a totally state-controlled public sphere or a
thoroughly marketised public sphere, to open up the component parts of
the public sphere in a more diverse way. Garnham (1992) argues that
Habermas’s work creates a deeper understanding of the dynamics and rela-
tionships between communication and politics in the public sphere than
many media-centric studies of the public sphere do, thereby revealing that
the public sphere is wider than any narrowly defined understanding of it.

Garnham (1992), writing at a time of widespread media deregulation in the
UK and globally, stresses the importance of Habermas’s assertion that the
character of the relationship between mass communication and democratic
politics influences and shapes political culture. He argues that this relationship
is part of a public sphere that, in normative terms, needs to be open to critical
debate in order to achieve and sustain an open and accountable society.
Although Garnham (1992) criticises media-centric approaches to the public
sphere, he nonetheless recognises the role of the media and asserts that
Habermas’s under-emphasis on mediated communication was an oversight.
This is an interesting argument and can be pursued further, given the rise of
mass media – especially new media and social media – since the 1990s.
During the period of mass communication and analogue media systems, the
problem was how to enable universal access to information and news. This
issue persists today, even though new media and social media have reached
high levels of market penetration. Inequalities in the digital era are couched
in terms of digital divides which are produced by unequal patterns of access
to digital technology and services, distribution of high-quality broadband
and levels of digital literacy skills, all of which undermine people’s capacity
to participate in the public sphere (Wessels 2013).

The dynamics of inclusion and exclusion in public spheres

If the public sphere is to serve as a space of debate and praxis, then important
questions about democracy and social accountability arise, to understand
which people are able to take part in it. These ask how material inequality
affects the ways in which people can participate, and thus questions the
inclusivity of the public sphere. Nancy Fraser (1990) contests the assumption
that everyone can participate as equals in the public sphere and that social
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inequality is extraneous to the interaction. Fraser does not accept the formal
principle of ‘participatory parity’, observing that informal, and sometimes
subtle, modes of domination and control are present in public deliberation.
She argues that subordinate and under-represented people are often further
disadvantaged because they do not have the skills or experience to engage in
any type of public debate. For example, those who experience some level of
exclusion are often not au fait with prevailing conventions within the dis-
course, they are less likely to be listened to and respected, and they may not
have the necessary cultural capital to engage in such arenas. Gender also
plays into these inequalities. Research (Fraser 1990) has shown that women
find it harder than men to be vocal and listened to in public meetings and
debates. Thus, Fraser (1990) challenges the assumption that social inequalities
are absent from public deliberation, pointing to the need to address the
influence of such disparities on participation. She contends that this failure
to acknowledge the impact of social inequalities on participation in public
debates actually reinforces the position of dominant groups. She therefore
concludes that it is better to acknowledge and address inequalities directly,
which links to Habermas’s work on communicative ethics.

In relation to this debate, Goode raises the important point that attention
needs to be paid to the rights and responsibilities of all participants in public
deliberation, that dominant groups should be mindful of those in more vul-
nerable positions, and those in more disadvantaged groups supported to
engage (Goode 2005). He points out that current understandings of equality
and inequality need to be challenged in order to develop an open and demo-
cratic process. Goode also notes that, although there is a strong connection
between socio-economic status and ability to participate in the democratic
process, there is no simple correlation or linear process about this, with many
differences in degree and in kind. For example, some people cannot get hold
of the basic resources required for participation, such as access to informa-
tion, media and education, while other issues – largely gender-related, such as
lack of access to childcare and free time – inhibit participation in the public
sphere. Furthermore, some individuals are in positions of power where they
have more leverage to influence the debate – all of which reduces participatory
parity. Although it is important not to disregard distributive justice, Goode
argues that, first of all, it would be most beneficial to aim to increase opportu-
nities for parity by providing universal education and public information
services. He maintains that an individual’s socio-economic position does not
determine their ability or inclination to participate, so it is important to under-
stand what specific resources are needed to increase levels of public discussion.

Fraser (1990) works within this type of approach, challenging the idea that
the development and proliferation of many competing publics represents a
move away from greater democracy rather than a step towards it. She dis-
putes the assumption that a ‘single comprehensive public sphere is better
than multiple publics’ (Goode 2005, p.42), stressing the need to establish
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new discursive realms where people can find their own voices, clarify indi-
vidualities, and build interests and solidarities. This frequently involves
developing constructions of identities vis-à-vis an accepted sense of ‘us’ – in,
for example, the idea of a ‘national interest’, because those kinds of prevailing
concepts may well serve the interests of dominant groups to the detriment of
others. This means that subordinate groups require alternative, subaltern
spaces for deliberation. However, this does not translate in any straightforward
way to subaltern spaces being any more democratic and egalitarian than the
dominant arenas. As Fraser (1990) writes, subaltern publics can ‘function as
spaces of withdrawal and regrouping’ but they can also act as ‘bases and
training grounds for agitational activities that are directed at wider publics’
(in Goode 2005, p.42). This is not seen as an ‘either/or’ situation – instead,
the potential for emancipatory action arises from the dialectic between both
these functions.

Keane (1995) picks up on the difficulties of claiming that there is a unitary
public sphere, arguing instead that the public sphere is made up of numerous
overlapping and linked public spheres. These spheres are present on a
micro-level (including individualised networks), a meso-level (networks
around national bodies and global organisations) and a macro-level (networks
such as global social movements and international media). Keane (1995)
continues by arguing that this characteristic opens up the public sphere to
fragmentation and ‘bunkering in’. This term means people choosing not to
discuss issues openly across a range of perspectives but, instead, just discussing
things with like-minded people. This creates a fragmentation in discussion
and communication, where people only address certain topics, and do not
relate topics and issues within these topics to wider debates. It also creates
disconnection of communication, in which the focus of those engaging and
participating in communication create an internal, inward-looking and self-
referential debate that is divorced from wider social and political issues – the
‘echo chamber effect’ (Sunstein 2001). Both of these factors undermine
deliberation and open discussion. Habermas (1989) acknowledges that the
public sphere includes a diversity of associations and spaces for debate, and
that this multiplicity is one of its characteristics. However, he suggests that it
can only function if the opinions that arise from each of the different con-
nections and discussions are directed towards each other and the same
centre of power. This assumes that such associations are open to all, have fluid
networks of members and cut across interest groups – but there is little
empirical evidence to support this notion. Fraser (1990) engages in the debate
from a different angle, arguing that it is important for distinctive publics and
groups to delineate their separate interests and constituents from the dominant
discourse. She feels that this does not sit well with a totalising ethic of
inclusivity which may be able to embrace diversity in both debate and in
social life. However, she does recognise that a certain ethic is created
through a shared or connective sensibility, which acts as a foundation on
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which to build dialogue, discussion and conversation. Fraser argues that the
public sphere needs to be a kind of inclusive auditorium surrounded by a
range of anterooms – some of which are open and inclusive, while others are
reserved for particular groups and topics that require consideration and
clarification before joining the more open debate.

Both Habermas (1989) and Fraser (1990) are seeking to understand how a
public sphere can accommodate a range of perspectives, interests and identity
positions in a coherent, yet open way. Both theorists are working within a
framework that places pluralism at one end and parochialism and separatism
at the other. This dilemma is not easily resolved and is, to some extent,
reflexive of public discourse itself. Nonetheless, as Goode points out, any
theorisation of the public sphere in both normative and sociological terms
needs to acknowledge subaltern public spheres and ‘spericules’, which are
particularistic public spheres (Gitlin 1998). Goode argues, as do Liebes and
Curran (1998), that there is a recognition of diversity within debates about
the public sphere. However, the many voices within a diverse public sphere
may not be connecting in the same way or at the same time. This is espe-
cially pertinent in the contemporary dynamics of politics, with an increase in
both more nationalist and internationalist discourses and activity. Over and
above the dynamic of nationalism and post-nationalism is the reality that
nation-states are finding it harder to act as – or even claim to be – ‘political
control centres’ in terms of classic liberal and leftist models of democracy.
This is because the way that political processes can act are being affected by
neo-liberal globalisation, multinational corporatism and the development of
identity-based, localised, diasporic and issue-focused social movements. This
more diverse and contested world, in which power has shifted to global
organisations and groups of specific individuals, creates a complex space for
public deliberation – not only the ‘who’ and the ‘what’, but also ‘where’ to
anchor meaning in those discourses and debates.

Reflexivity within the public sphere

One way to think about these dynamics and tensions is to view the public
sphere as a reflexive space, one which enables critical thought about and
attention to disciplinary mechanisms and hidden injuries that might well be
circulated and targeted through the work of the public sphere. Considering
the public sphere reflexive widens existing prescriptive ideas about what
counts as public or private, and the relationship between these spaces of
social life. Furthermore, it enables an appreciation of discourses that question
or address areas of social life which might not previously have been
explored. These discourses particularly raise awareness of the sorts of abu-
sive situations that are a feature of existing relations of social power and
domination, such as exploitative employment practices, domestic violence,
pornography and the use of chemical pesticides. These issues not only raise
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ethical concerns, but also provide examples of the malleability of boundaries
between the public and private, since they affect both realms in different
ways. For instance, concerns about an environmental issue may be expressed
at both public and private levels. This moves attention towards moral philo-
sophy, in terms of conceptions of ‘ethics’ (or the good life) and the ability to
generalise any particular issue out to a wider context.

One way to address these questions is to counter some of the shortcomings
of the bourgeois model by taking a civic-republican approach. While the
bourgeois model suggests that the common good is revealed through public
discussion, the civic-republican approach asserts that the common good is,
in fact, generated through dialogue. Senge (2006) states that dialogue
encourages people to explore issues freely and creatively by listening to each
other and suspending their own views to open up the debate. This is a
deliberative approach to democracy (see Cronin and De Greiff 1996), but it
is important to note that there is a tendency in Habermas’s and some other
scholars’ work to conflate the ideas of deliberation and the common good.
This is most often seen in the assumption that deliberation must be about the
common good, which expresses an implicit standpoint of an ‘us’ in deciding
what will be good for ‘us’. This notion of a common ‘us’ frequently takes
that sense of ‘us’ to be the one expressed by dominant groups. This perpe-
tuates the power of dominant groups in social relations, putting less powerful
and less well-defined groups at a disadvantage.

Goode (2005) views Habermas’s conception of the public sphere as one in
which opposing or challenging ideas can be aired and disputed through
rational-critical debate – not one where the aim is to reach consensus. This
requires pursuing a greater parity of participation in the public sphere, so
that the various, and sometimes competing, visions are visible and openly
addressed. This reflexive process enables a critical and engaged interaction
which can clarify any mystifications shoring up instances of false consensus.
Habermas considers the public sphere to be a lived social space where
ideology critique is enacted, rather than a critical theory in itself. This is
sometimes missed in Habermas’s work, despite his emphasis on reflexivity.
Even though Latour (2004) criticises and – to some degree – caricatures
Habermas’s work, it is nonetheless possible to see a similar concern for a
reflexive open and inclusive approach to deliberation within his own
description of public sphere dynamics. Latour’s ‘constructivist cosmopolitics’
of a shared world has the similar energising potential of a bottom-up cosmo-
politanism (Goode 2005, p.47). Here Silverstone’s (2006) concern with the
politics of ‘the other’ addresses the role that the media play in discourses
about the public sphere or spheres. Silverstone questions how far the public
sphere – as a single space of political and social communication – allows for
pluralistic reporting and engagement. He takes a mediapolis approach to the
public sphere, defining mediapolis as a ‘mediated public space where con-
temporary political life increasingly finds its place, both at national and
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global levels’ (Silverstone 2006, p.31), which has material impacts on social
life. Silverstone (2006) raises the question of how a public sphere and a
mediapolis can work to foster relationships between neighbours and strangers:
relationships that are respectful and encourage debate, rather than create
distrust and lack of respect. He argues that this can be judged through the
practice of ‘proper distance’, that is, media representation that is close enough
to create identification with the subject under focus, yet far enough away to
facilitate respect. Silverstone asserts that proper distance can create public
engagement with the information and stories represented, and an identification
of the publicness of the issues reported.

Media, communication and the public sphere

Habermas’s work considers the role of the media, both in terms of its
structural transformations, and the characteristics of the public sphere. He
was, of course, writing before the Internet (a global system of interconnected
computer networks) and World Wide Web (WWW) (a system of interlinked
hypertext documents accessed via the Internet) were developed, became com-
mercialised and turned into a key part of everyday communication reper-
toires, organisational media practices and traditional media institutions. One
of his key points is that the character of communication via media channels
is mediated.

Silverstone (2005b) recognises the ways that different media interact with
social and cultural life to shape experience. He defines mediation as an
uneven dialectical process between media institutions (the press, broadcast
radio and television, and the WWW) and the dissemination of symbols in
social life. Silverstone uses the term ‘dialectic’ to explain how the processes
of communication interact with the social and cultural environments that
support them, and the relationships that individuals and institutions have to
that environment and with each other (Silverstone 2005b). This creates a
‘mediapolis’ in which questions of public culture and personal interest are
articulated and mediated. This approach takes lived experience into account
and recognises the point that the media frame social life, which can either
facilitate collective action or fragment understanding to undermine individual
and community expression. For Silverstone (2006), this means under-
standing how mediated communication features in the ways that people
frame and share perceptions of themselves and ‘the other’. He believes there
is a moral dimension to communication, arguing that the practice of com-
munication should involve the ‘proper distance’ as described above, to bring
people close enough together to understand each other, whilst also far
enough away to ensure respect for one another.

Silverstone’s interpretation addresses the gap in Habermas’s assessment that
mediation includes a distinction between two binary opposites – ‘action’,
which is mediated by non-discursive steering media, and ‘unmediated
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discourse’. Although Habermas acknowledges that speech is a form of med-
iation (he took a linguistic turn, but not a post-structuralist one), he does not
fully pursue the issues inherent in generating transparent communication.
There is, therefore, a need to consider how mediation shapes public com-
munication. This reflects the more general tendency for communication
studies to focus on Socratic ideals of one-to-one dialogue and reciprocity
instead of many-to-one – and possibly many-to-many – forms of commu-
nication. Even though dialogue in face-to-face contexts allows individuals who
are co-present to monitor and read the communication directly and in
person, this does not necessarily undermine the value or quality of other
forms of communication, particularly since the ideal of interpersonal dialo-
gue is frequently seen as ‘good’, in contrast to mass communication, which
is seen as ‘bad’. It is necessary to go beyond this over-simplistic type of
normative stance in the age of mass and digital communication. For instance,
there is a need to challenge the assumption that mass channels of commu-
nication are ‘bad’, since public service broadcasting and digital communica-
tion give more people increased access to information and opinion. Of
course, this might not be factual, high value or good taste but, as Castells
(2001) argues, the medium does not determine the content distributed across
its networks.

Thompson takes a pragmatic view, arguing for the need to be realistic
about possibilities of dialogical public deliberation and participation. Thompson
(1995) criticises the logocentrism of much analysis of the public sphere, whilst
retaining a focus on a democratic imagination and examining power and legiti-
macy in society. Even without taking the dynamics of the media into account,
he considers the ideas of participation and democracy to be problematic (see
Chapter 2). The ideal of an open and public dialogue is partly based on the
Greek ‘agora’, which was infused by notions of lexis and praxis – words and
deeds. The Greeks sought to develop reciprocal speech relations amongst an
elite (slave-owning male citizens) that was directly situated in, and related to, the
context in which decisions were made within their small city-states. However –
and this point has been debated at length – modern and late modern society are
characterised by the scale and complexity of decision-making processes which
impact on how participation can be organised. As Thompson (1995) states,
modern ‘communities of fate’ are large and complex, and the consequences of
political and economic decisions are diffuse. This means that the classical model
of democracy based on reciprocal speech relations is not appropriate for the
contemporary period of mass society or mass and digital media. Thompson
(1995) acknowledges that individuals could take a greater role in decision
making in some areas of social life, and that increased participation in these
processes might support the formation of public opinion. However, he con-
tends that it would be difficult for participatory opinion formation to be
adopted at the level of national and international politics or at the senior
levels of large-scale civil and commercial organisations. Instead, Thompson
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(1995) suggests the need to look for – and advocate – a greater diversity of
channels of diffusion and to concentrate on developing processes of account-
ability, in order to constrain such powerful organisations and hold them to
account.

Thompson (1995) therefore critically engages with the practicalities of
participatory models of democracy – and, although he distances himself
from technocratic elitism and describes himself as a reluctant realist, he notes
that democratic theory has been concerned with the limits of democratic
participation for some time. There are a number of long-running debates
about the issues involved in participation, such as time constraints, efficiency
and expertise, expert knowledge, and citizens’ rights to a private life held in
balance with an over-politicised society. Thompson adds attention to the
media – primarily the mass media – to this list, observing that a dialogical
model cannot account for:

1 The precise nature of mass-mediated communication.
2 The role of the mass media in social life.
3 The way that the mass media constitute interaction between citizens and

decision making.
4 The way that the mass media constitute interaction between citizens as

co-participants in processes of public opinion formation.

In general terms and, in relation to point 1 above, Thompson (1995) notes
the emergence of ‘mediated quasi-interaction’. This suggests that whereas
face-to-face speech occurs in a common locale and can support reciprocal
speech relations, communication media enable social relations and interaction
to be disembedded from any shared spatial or temporal contexts. With regard
to point 2 above, the mass media feature in connections between people and
institutions in which individuals are marked by absence, rather than pre-
sence (Thompson 1995). Communicative technologies allow citizens a degree
of connectivity with physically absent actors and social processes, and this
connectivity shapes people’s experiences and choices to a certain degree
(point 3). These technologies enable a worked-through linkage between
locally situated worlds, and the world ‘out there’. This is part of the possibility
of creating new distantiated relations through the circulation of symbols,
which can be interwoven into any lived or mediated experiences.

The Habermasian public space underplays the role of quasi-interaction
and, in so doing, fails to address possibilities for a ‘democratic connectivity’
or the degree to which the media shape democratic imaginations and possibi-
lities (point 4 above). It is important to note that when mediated interaction
disembeds dialogue and counteracts (to some extent) the consequences of
distance, mediated quasi-interaction does not simply negate absence or
abolish distance. Media channels interpret, engage in, and constitute new
modes of interaction by their own visibility. In each media form and

38 Voicing issues



context – whether mass media, media organisations, algorithms or social
media – there are layers of interpretations. For example, in mass media there
are specialist roles for selecting, processing and producing the vast networks
of symbols and information. Selective visibility prohibits the emergence of a
communicative transparency because the mass media do not serve simply as
a window on decision making, and the scope of discursive testing is limited
to supply and demand factors. It is through the various channels of media
producing visibility that feelings of trust and mistrust circulate. In this con-
text, ‘trust’ refers to a balancing act between acquiring knowledge and
understanding the decision-making process, and investing in the integrity,
acumen and expertise of decision makers. Thus, drawing on Giddens’s
notion that trust is related to absence in time and space, there is no need to
express trust in contexts where actors and activities are continually visible.
This means it is a form of ‘blind trust’ (Goode 2005, p.95). The key problem
for contemporary democracy, therefore, is not how society presents or, via
communications media, represents itself, but rather, ‘how we communicate
with the absent’ (Goode 2005, p.95).

This concern with trust reflects how the processes of democracy and
legitimation interact in a highly mediated world. Thompson (1995) highlights
the range of different connectivities that are engendered by mediated quasi-
interaction, which include affective engagement such as feelings of love, hate,
sexual attraction and intimacy – often towards public figures – as well as
rational responses. Thompson’s (1995) sociological and pragmatic account (as
opposed to a post-structuralist, anti-foundationalist and political abstracted
account) considers the condensations, aestheticisations, ellipses, spectacles
and intensities of mediated communication as aspects that all need to be
addressed and resolved. However, Goode (2005) counters this by arguing that
such issues constitute the texture and fabric of public life and that the media
enable communication amongst citizens. This sense of reality goes beyond
Habermas’s, to view the media as facilitating the development of identities
which draw on discourses of nationhood, ethnicity, class, gender, style, taste,
subculture, opinion, political affiliation, interest groups, status group, and
identification with public figures. The way that the media are embedded into
social life feature in people’s relational lives and can foster intense antipathy
as well as identification. Given that democratic citizenship depends on
membership, and that large-scale modern publics are imagined communities,
it is only possible to directly communicate with a fraction of all citizens, so
there is a need to use the media to communicate with publics. Further, in a
globalised mediascape, it is increasingly – although differentially – possible for
citizens to selectively opt in or out of specific imagined communities. The
ways that the media arena acts as a Fourth Estate in democratic processes and
allied discourse ethics is therefore extremely complex (Habermas 1984, 1987).

In relation to this concern, Thompson (1995) finds common ground with
radical democratic media theorists who argue that a pluralistic and decentred
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public sphere is needed to support democratic life. They assert that there needs
to be a public service media for this to happen – that is, public service media
institutions which are funded, but not governed, by the state. These act
against the commodification of the media and they are especially relevant in
democratic processes because they also seek to navigate the gulf between
specialist decision-making spheres and citizens. In the analogue period of
mass media (continuing into the digital era) this means that specialist functions
of interpretation and selection accrue to media personnel, which gives the
media the power to shape public opinion. Thompson (1995) and other
public sphere media theorists (e.g. Harrison and Wessels 2009) do not fully
consider the emergent possibilities of the digitised landscape for the public
sphere, because mass media were dominant in an analogue era that privileged
mass media at the expense of the many interactive, niche and DIY media.
The development of digital communication interacts with, and changes, these
dynamics because it is an open, interactive, networked form of communication
(Castells 2009).

Debates about the role of the media and communication in the public
sphere continue in line with developments in the digital age, as the Internet
and WWW have given rise to a range of innovations in digital communica-
tions. These communications are socially shaped, culturally informed and
embedded within wider social change (Wessels 2010b). Given that social change
can also involve changes in cultural, political and economic domains, the
way that digital communication features in the public sphere means that it is
embedded in the social contexts of communication (Wessels 2014). As with
most technological developments, the Internet and WWW generate both
optimistic and critical appraisals, which are also seen in debates about digital
media and the public sphere. One set of responses argues that the Internet
could support a more participatory democracy and engaged public debate,
whereas another set of responses suggests that it encourages a ‘bunkering in’ of
communication, a disconnection from social life and a greater encroachment
of market logic into people’s social and personal lives. More specifically in
relation to the public sphere, Dahlgren (2005) observes that the idea the Inter-
net could revitalise democracy and, possibly, political participation in second
modernity coincided with what many call a ‘crisis of democracy’ – although, as
noted in Chapter 2, democracy and participation are in a continually dynamic
relationship, so the notion of such a crisis is, itself, contested.

Grossi (2005) addresses the dynamics of democracy in the digital age
through two related assumptions:

1 That the processes of democracy, public sphere(s) and communication flows
have undergone systemic socio-economic and politico-cultural change.

2 That the emancipative dimension of democracy, the discursive nature of
the public sphere and the participative value of linguistic-communicative
practices therefore need to be reassessed and understood anew.
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He argues that these two assumptions must be reviewed to take the impacts
of digital communication into account. Digital communication is embedded in
changes to the public sphere in late modernity – in flows of both top-down
political communication and bottom-up discursive practices. These are part
of the development of public alternative issues, senses of multiple belongings
and a range of new rights. It is difficult to map out fully the way in which
this type of public sphere works; however, a key element is that it – or its
constitutive parts – is communicative. Communication can be seen as parti-
cipative and as having agency (Habermas 1981), because it is the foundation
of vital worlds. Communicative agency, to varying degrees, forms an emanci-
pative fabric in two ways. First, it is different from the instrumental agency
of systems as communicative agency sits as a dominion-free communication.
Second, communicative agency tends to be oriented towards achieving
agreement, understanding and reciprocal recognition in its relational role
within vital worlds, and it favours integration via solidarity (Privitera 2001).
Although this (Habermasian) position can be criticised for its emphasis on
deliberation, it is still evident that communication within democratic prac-
tices is part of civic culture. Increasingly, individuals’ digital communication
in networks – via social media platforms such as Facebook, blogs, Twitter
and so on – features in their everyday discussions at home, at work, in their
communities and social interactions. Although discussion in this context
may not have the characteristics of a Habermasian style of deliberation, it is,
nonetheless, an important aspect of ‘the dynamics of reciprocity’, where
communication can ‘generate and reinforce the parameters of civic culture’
(Dahlgren 2005, p.159). This is significant because civic culture informs,
shapes and impacts upon political situations.

Thus, bearing in mind that democracy is in a constant state of flux, then
the way that digital media feature in its dynamics is shaped by both these
social fluctuations and through the communication itself. Digital communica-
tions have certain distinctive characteristics which interact with the public
sphere. Furthermore, these technologies and the socio-cultural context of the
contemporary public sphere shape the communication flows that express,
inform and generate particular kinds of engagement. Indeed, Grossi (2005)
argues that democracy, the public sphere and communication flows are at
the centre of contemporary society from the point of view of a ‘reflexive
modernity’ (Beck 2000). In other words, the way that the culture of modernity
makes modernity ‘its own theme’, in the sense that ‘questions of the devel-
opment and employment of technologies’ (in the realms of nature, society
and the personality) are being eclipsed by questions of the political and
economic ‘management’ of the risks of actual or potentially utilised tech-
nologies. Grossi (2005) suggests that interpreting processes within reflexive
modernity – and making them accountable – relies on a triangle made up of
language, public discourse and political communication. He argues that these
are at the centre of collective practices which have a participative and,
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possibly, a democratic value that can hold some of these practices to account.
Grossi (2005) comments that we should pay attention to communication
flows across the processes of democracy, the public sphere and the com-
munication environment in the current social context. Recent developments
such as social media, alongside social change such as the development of
transnational individualised societies, the mediatisation and dis-intermediation
of the public sphere and transformations in politics, are all reconfiguring the
patterns and meanings of participation.

Conclusion

This history of the public sphere and forms of public discourse reveals ways
in which participation is further contested. There are some enduring themes
in discussions of the public sphere, including issues around equity, openness,
access and individuals’ and groups’ capacity to engage. Another prevalent
theme is how communication features in the public sphere(s) and what con-
ditions are needed to enable mediated communication to facilitate public
discourse. Questions about how to engage in public debate have been asked,
from the inception of the bourgeois public sphere up until today, which are
based in the mediapolis of a globalised media sector. The different rationalities
about proximity and scale of communication raise certain issues in relation
to the character of public discourse, including which topics can be voiced and
how to balance the public and private aspects of participation and commu-
nication. There have certainly been criticisms about the lack of inclusivity in
the public sphere historically, and the way that the media can mediate issues
in ethical ways. The rise of digital communication has emphasised each of
these themes because it creates a different communicative relationship between
people and amongst people and institutions. However, whether these relations
are emancipatory and progressive in terms of equality and inclusiveness or
not depends on the social relations of digital and social media and its use in
political culture. I will explore this question in the next chapter.
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Chapter 4

Digital media, social media and
communication

Introduction

The development of an information society based on digital technologies
and services (Webster 2003; Castells 2001; Mansell and Steinmueller 2002)
produces new types of communication and, therefore, a new communication
environment. Digital media have contributed to past and ongoing changes to
this environment (Wessels 2014). The influence of digital media within the
overall media landscape reflects the way they span across – and are distinctive
from – both face-to-face communication and mass media. One specific aspect
of digital media’s positioning is social media, which are at once personal and
public, and a form of mass self-communication (Castells 2009). In addition
to this personal practice, social media are also used for civic communication
by public and third sector institutions, which is termed ‘civic media’ (Mas-
sachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), http://civic.mit.edu/). Furthermore,
they are used for political communication by those in the political arena, as
well as for marketing or other related purposes by commercial actors. There
are a wide range of social media platforms – such as blogs, Facebook, Twitter,
discussion forums and messaging services – that involve the use of images,
audio, text and/or raw data. A major concern about the ways that personal
channels of communication such as social media are being used and adapted
to raise, share and debate civic issues, is how much publicly accountable
debate these media allow (Sarikakis and Wessels 2018). This feeds directly
into questions about the role that social media play in civic and political
communication.

Digital media and social media in communicative practice
and experience

Social media are a type of digital media that form part of a wider commu-
nication technology and services framework. There are a variety of definitions
of digital media but, as a baseline and commonly held definition, digital
media cover a range of media that are encoded in a machine-readable format.
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Digital media are created, viewed, distributed, modified and preserved on
digital electronic devices. Examples of digital media include computer pro-
grams and software, digital imagery, digital video, digital games, web pages
and websites, social media, data and databases, digital audio such as MP3s,
and e-books. As noted in Chapter 3, digital media are often distinguished
from print media, such as printed books, newspapers and magazines, and
other traditional or analogue media, such as pictures, film or audio tape, by
commentators.

Social media are based on digital media, which enable the creation and
sharing of information, ideas, popular culture, personal news, news more
broadly, and other forms of expression via online communities and net-
works. There are a variety of stand-alone and built-in social media services
(see Chapter 5 for examples), nonetheless these services all share certain
common characteristics. These include:

� Social media are interactive Web 2.0 Internet-based applications.
� The content of social media is produced by users (often called user-

generated content). This includes user-generated content created through
text posts or comments, digital photos or videos, and data generated
through all online interactions.

� Users create service-specific profiles for the websites or apps that are
designed and maintained by each social media organisation.

� Social media facilitate the development of online social networks by
connecting a user’s profile with those of other individuals or groups.

Social media use web-based technologies, desktop computers and mobile
technologies such as smartphones and tablet computers to create highly
interactive platforms through which individuals, communities and organisa-
tions can share, co-create, discuss and modify user-generated content or pre-
made content posted online. They extend the way in which Web 1.0 Internet
sites created substantial networked, real-time, and interactive communication
between businesses, organisations, communities and individuals (Castells
2001), by deepening individuals’ capacity to interact and communicate from
within their social networks.

Digital and social media have extended beyond personal and corporate
usage to become a key aspect of civic and political engagement (www.media.
mit.edu/groups/civic-media/overview/). Socially engaged scholars and action
researchers working at the Civic Media Lab and in Comparative Media
Studies at MIT argue that digital and social media can be designed and used
for social change. They assert that any communicational-informed changes
occur in the dynamic relationships between communities, ecologies of media
and technology, and the natures of information and power. They suggest the
need to focus on the relationships between media, types of civic participation,
and the dynamics of social and digital inclusion within a public sphere
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environment (www.media.mit.edu/groups/civic-media/overview/) in order to
understand social media features in civic life.

Therefore, to understand and assess the role and value of social media in
civic and political communication, it is necessary to understand the char-
acteristics of the forms that digital communication can take amongst citizens,
between citizens and civil society groups, as well as between citizens and
political institutions. The development of digital technology in communication
and media services has transformed the media landscape from an analogue
mass media broadcast framework to a digitally networked structure. This
has not just entailed changing from one type of technological system to
another, but has reconstructed relationships between people, organisations
and content:

� From highly controlled organisational access to a limited amount of
content to wider access to a greater amount of content.

� From one (sender) to many (receivers) to a many-to-many (who can be
both senders and receivers) relationship.

� From content that is created by producers and consumed by audiences
to content that is created by both producers and consumers.

� From a hierarchical structure to a networked infrastructure.
� From single broadcast channels via specific equipment to multiple platforms

and a range of media and communication devices.

Changes in media production and consumption and the increased use of
digital communication services are two key drivers of wider changes to the
communication environment (Wessels 2014). This entails a move from
engagement characterised as being part of a media audience to that of being a
media user. This is significant because it challenges communication theories
based on a sender and receiver model (Shannon and Weaver 1963) or the
notion of a two-step flow process of communication (Katz and Lazarsfeld
1955). These approaches assign varying degrees of influence to media effects,
whereby audiences are seen to have limited levels of interpretation. Such
media-centric approaches have been criticised for their relatively determinist
approaches by those working with notions of hegemony and encoding-
decoding models of the media (Hall 1973), as well as by audience studies scho-
lars (Ang 1985; Livingstone 2005), who argue that audiences are active. Theor-
ists using an encoding-decoding model assert that audiences have some level of
interpretation, but because media texts are ideologically encoded and decoded,
there are limits to differences in interpretation. Audience studies approaches go
further, to argue that texts gain their meaning from the way that audiences
interpret them. Although these acknowledge that people have some agency in
how they interpret texts, they still position individuals as part of an audience.

This has changed in the new media environment, however, with indivi-
duals being seen more as users than audience members. Although the term
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‘user’ comes from the design community, it has been taken up and used by
scholars in Internet studies (Lievrouw and Livingstone 2006). This term is
significant because it suggests that individuals are not just active or passive
members of an audience, but active agents in using digital technology and
media. This approach focuses on the ways that people use digital media for
activities such as online shopping, gaming and communicating. This is further
extended to the production of content, since digital media enable users to
create, as well as consume, content. Although media stories and content are
engaged with in terms of what is expressed through text, image and sound,
the move to digital media positions individuals differently from analogue mass
media by giving them a more active role as users of digital communication
and media services. It is, however, important to bear in mind that users have
different roles and characteristics within a range of communication activity
(Wessels et al. 2013), which shape the ways they may use the media.

The position of users in relation to digital media services is further
characterised by the fact that they are also within a network, rather than in a
bounded organisational structure. Given that social media are based on
digital technology, their communicational and organisational forms are
based on networks (Castells 2001, 2009). These networks allow for multiple
connections that are not organised in any hierarchical way (although algo-
rithms order the structure of sites and the way they appear in search lists),
and they may – or may not – connect with formal media or political orga-
nisations. Therefore, they offer the possibility of an open and free commu-
nication space that is available to everyone, provided they have access to
digital media and the skills to use it. In theory, this communication form and
space overcomes some of the concerns about the public sphere’s lack of
inclusivity, since it is a popular medium of communication. As mentioned in
Chapter 2, ordinary people of all ages and genders are increasingly using
social media – there are currently approximately 2.51 billion social media users
worldwide (www.statista.com/statistics/278414/number-of-worldwide-social-net
work-users/).

Users within these networks create their own connections and networks
in which they consume, share and create various types of content. As noted
above, the purpose of an instance of communication will shape who com-
municates to whom in what networked configuration, using whatever parti-
cular content is relevant to that communication. Thus, friends may share
personal content about a personal event such as a birthday, whereas civic
activists may share campaign content with other activist groups or social
movements. The malleability of digital technology means that the medium
itself does not determine or structure the communication in any specific
way – instead, its networking logic means that people can create their own
connectivities and content as well as positioning themselves in an audience
and consumer role. However, although there is extensive use of social media
for personal communication, this does not necessarily translate into creating
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public dialogue – whether at the level of everyday discussion in relation to
‘phronesis’ (see Chapter 2), or at a wider civic or political level within a
reflexive kind of public sphere (see Chapters 2 and 3). So, although the net-
worked character of social media enables many people to engage in a vast
range of communication via one or more networks, it is not clear how the
networking logic features in civic and political communication within the
dynamics of a public sphere or spheres.

Although there is a lack of understanding and clarity about the way that
digital media (including the various types of social media) act in the public
sphere, they are, nevertheless, an emerging feature in political and civic
communication. One of their characteristics is that they involve a proliferation
of different platforms, channels and forms, which are not only being used by
individuals and groups, but also being adopted by the traditional media
sector within the new landscape (see Chapters 8 and 9). In particular, the rise
of social media as part of the growth in media platforms is resulting in a
destabilising of civic and political communication, because they make it hard
for organisations to control the messages being expressed (Dahlgren 2005;
Coleman and Blumler 2009). In addition, such communication is diverse, since
it covers a wide range of local, national and global issues and perspectives –

which does open up areas of interest but also makes it difficult to develop a
coherent space for debate. These factors affect how individuals and organi-
sations communicate with each other to shape the public sphere, and how
they engage in civic life, which underpins and informs democratic debate.

Social media are a key component of this destabilisation because they
have the potential to facilitate the creation of novel forms of civic society
through digitally supported social networks (Dahlgren 2013), which are part
of a new political culture (Castells 2004a). Silverstone (2006) reinforces the
significance of this by arguing that social media are part of a mediated public
space where contemporary political life finds its place at local, national and
global levels. Silverstone recognises that the media are a significant element
of how individuals make sense of social life, form political discourse and
engage in action. However, he points out that it is impossible to know whether
social media will either enhance the possibility of collective action or, con-
versely, fragment understanding and undermine public debate. The evidence
to date suggests that social media can do both – fostering civic debate by
forming a ‘Fifth Estate’ (Dutton 2009), but also narrowing down, fragmenting
and constricting dialogue. This happens within the specific connections people
make in their social media communication, and by the way that search
algorithms create personalised ‘filter bubbles’ (Hodgkinson 2008; Gil de Zuniga
et al. 2012). This networked communication based on social media amongst
individuals and between people and organisations in the public sphere
therefore raises questions about the quality of communication between citizens,
organisations and networks (Mercea 2012). To consider the quality of com-
munication in terms of the way it can contribute to debate within the public
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sphere and its political and civic cultures, there is a need to consider the
characteristics of political communication and the social relations that
underpin it.

Political communication

The study of communication within political systems, between political parties,
and between political actors, media organisations and citizens is well estab-
lished and began in the pre-digital era of mass analogue media and print.
Although there are varying approaches within this field of study, political
communication can be broadly defined as ‘an interactive process concerning
the transmission of information among politicians, the news media and the
public’ (Norris 2001, p.73, cited in LeDuc et al. 2009). This communication
process includes actors at all levels within the political sphere. Norris (2001,
cited in LeDuc et al. 2009) argues that this process operates downwards from
governing institutions towards citizens, horizontally across linkages among
political actors, as well as upwards from public opinion towards authorities.
This differs from political communication research, which tends to be based
on a transmission model of communication focusing on production, content
and effects. Thus, research on production looks at how messages are generated
by actors such as political parties and interest groups, which are transmitted
using direct channels including political advertisements and publications,
and the indirect channels of newspapers, radio and television. Attention is
paid to its content, concentrating on levels of political reporting, the ethos of
television news, any partisan balance in the press, the coverage of election
campaigns and specific events, the agenda-setting reporting of policy issues,
and the representation of social minorities in the news media. Effects
research focuses on the impact that mediated messages such as advertisements
and news have on political knowledge and opinions, political attitudes, values
and behaviour. Political communication is a key part of electoral and policy-
making processes. However, as Norris notes, structural developments have
altered the process of political communication – especially in the move from
post-war trends of a mass media comprising print newspapers, radio and
television broadcasting towards digital communication.

Some of the emerging trends and characteristics of political communication
(broadly defined) include the development of a pre- or proto-political
domain that focuses on any topic or theme and gives expression to common
interests, social relations and identities. This is widespread across the socio-
digital landscape and entails the use of many types of self-publication
mechanisms – such as websites, webcasting, discussions and chat rooms.
Even though these might not be explicitly political, they form the basis for a
civic discourse that may potentially move into a more traditional political
arena. There are also shifts in the journalism domain of political commu-
nication, including news articles, editorial sections and opinion-forming
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material. The main actors in this online space are: (a) major news organisa-
tions including newspapers, CNN, the BBC, and state-sponsored media such
as Russia Today; (b) Internet-based organisations, which do not usually have
their own reporters, such as Yahoo!; (c) alternative news organisations such
as Indymedia and MediaChannel; (d) online opinion magazines such as Slate
and Salon; and (e) one-person current affairs-oriented weblog sites (bloggers).
In this new, more diverse environment, some journalism leans more towards
an activism that blurs the boundary with alternative activist domains, while
others largely comprise personal opinion and commentary. These develop-
ments move the journalism domain into more participatory directions, but
also raise questions about the absence of traditional criteria such as seeking
objective truth, applying journalistic rigour, and ethical reporting.1

Digital communication and social media are now used regularly in other
areas of political communication. In the traditional advocacy domain, estab-
lished organisations and groups utilise digital media to promote their poli-
tical values and goals, with the aim of shaping public opinion and influencing
decision makers. These include parliamentarian political parties, corporate
and other organised interest groups – such as unions – and major non-
governmental organisations (NGOs). Pressure groups and mobilisation cam-
paigns which emanate from, or have strong links to, established power
centres, also form part of this grouping. The alternative activist field, which
is made up of less established extra-parliamentarian civic networks with
more grassroots foundations and which has less hierarchical structure, also
uses social media. Political expression is more interventionist and, at times,
more militant (at both extremes of the political spectrum) than before, and
new social movements and single-issue activist groups – which often build
alliances with each other – are typical of this domain. Social media are also
used to mobilise protest in events such as the Arab Spring and riots in UK
cities in 2011 (Howard and Hussain 2013; Lewis et al. 2011), which can be
seen as individualised connective action in which individuals come together
to support a particular issue (Bennett and Segerberg 2012) that enables
people to voice their concerns and desires outside established democratic
processes (see Chapter 9 for more details about connective action). In
another sphere, e-government enables interaction with citizens through a
range of digital channels, including social media. These can be civic discussion
sites, e-petitioning or e-voting sites, but currently tend to be websites pro-
viding information about social services and governmental administration
rather than two-way channels of political communication.

All of these trends and examples suggest that the growing use of digital
and social media is changing the characteristics of political communication.
At the same time, media use is also being shaped by the way that the sphere
of political communication is changing – and particularly the range of actors
who are involved in political communication. This is part of broader changes
at the level of the public sphere and in terms of an information culture.
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Digital media, the public sphere and a global information culture

As discussed in the previous chapter, the public sphere is being shaped and
modified in relation to social and political changes and developments in media
technologies. Before considering the role and use of social media in the public
sphere, this section will situate digital communication more broadly within the
dynamics of the public sphere, political engagement and communication
practices. The flows within each domain and between the domains are part of
political culture, and the development of digital communications features in
these flows and domains. These forms of communication are influenced and
developed by social relations, which has resulted in digital technology, platforms
and services becoming pervasive within society (Mansell 2012). This includes the
communicative relations that are being shaped through the structures and
characteristics of the media technology. In general terms, the development of
digital communication provides extra opportunities for social communication –

in particular adding mediatised relations to face-to-face encounters. These
mediatised relations are different from relations in the analogue mass media era,
which were characterised by a one-to-many model of communication. In con-
trast, digital communication transcends time and space and its networked flows
of communication circulate people’s concerns, whichmay include their relations
with institutions, organisations, places, goods and objects (Wessels 2012b).

Lash (1999) characterises these dynamics as being part of a global information
culture, which sits within a third modernity.2 He considers the rationality of
third modernity to be reflexivity, which is at once grounded in space and
society, and circulated within a global information culture. Lash’s argument
is based on the idea of networked groupings, from the perspective that the
global information culture is one in which humans, objects and texts lose their
respective ontological distinctions to become entities in networked assem-
blages. Lash (1999) sees both an object and its circulation as part of the
global information culture. Thus, human beings and computational algorithms
act, and have agency, in processes of imagination and communication within
a range of social practices. Therefore, human and digital forms of agency are
negotiating the balance of how much each features in, and is influential in,
shaping communication and socio-cultural forms and practices. In empirical
and philosophical terms, humanist social values are still a key element of
communication, culture and society (Wessels 2012b). Nonetheless, Lash
(1999) highlights the ways in which digital technology and computational
logics are part of – and have agency in – the circulation of communication
and content. Although Lash focuses on circulation, he still recognises the
significance of community, history, place, nature and language as all comprising
aspects of modernity3 that act in a particular way in a global information
culture. He asserts that these form a fabric of index, haptic space, tactile
culture and memory that ground the networked circulation within a global
information culture. The elements of this fabric are found in the interstices
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of global information culture as memory and raw material, by being either a
de facto position or a resource for information culture. This dynamic of cir-
culation and grounded realities also feeds into communication – personal,
social and civic – because the communication of issues and representations
is both widely circulated and specifically grounded in mutually supported
ways. This means that there is a relationship between grounded issues and
circulated representations in communication, and that these are configured in
specific ways in relation to each communicative context.

This is seen in the way that digital communication is characterised by
many-to-many interactions based on a networking logic. Castells (2007, 2009)
argues that digital media, and social media in particular, mark the rise of a new
form of socialised communication, which he calls ‘mass self-communication’.
He brings together notions of mass and personal communication, asserting
that digital and social media-based communication is a form of mass com-
munication, for two reasons. First, it has the potential to reach a global
audience through peer-to-peer networks and Internet connections, and
because it is multimodal, the digitisation of content and use of advanced social
software (software that is open source with free downloads) means that
content can be reformatted in almost any form and distributed via wireless
networks. Second, in terms of personal communication, content is self-
generated, its emission is self-instigated and directed, and its reception is also
self-selected by many individuals communicating with many others. Together
these two aspects – communication at mass levels and personal communication –

create the new phenomenon of mass self-communication.
Castells’s (2007) new communication realm relates to Lash’s global infor-

mation culture because a digital networked infrastructure, a digital language
and users as ‘senders’ and ‘receivers’ who are globally distributed and globally
interactive create communication contexts crafted out of the circulation and
the grounding of objects and meaning. Castells also notes that even if a
medium is revolutionary, it does not determine its content or influence its
messages – although it can provide the possibility for unlimited diversity in
communication and relatively autonomous origins of communication flows.
However, these are informed by a fabric of social interests which, together
with the use of digital media, reconstruct global and local production of meaning
within public minds across time and space. Social media are a potentially
powerful force in communication – both as part of a global information
culture and as part of digital communication; however, it is the social and
cultural forms in which they are embedded that shape and negotiate their
power and determine their level of influence.

Communication, politics and popular culture

These changes in communication are interacting with broader social changes
in what can be called an information society or a networked society (Wessels

Digital media, social media and communication 51



2014). There is some debate about the precise nature of this social change
but, in overall terms, it signifies a move from a society based mainly on
patterns of industrial production and consumption to a globalised economy
largely driven by a strong consumerist ethos from the Global North. The
rise of a digitally supported networked society, combined with rapid inno-
vation cycles, is feeding into the process of globalisation. These macro-level
changes interact with meso- and micro-level shifts, which include a weaken-
ing of industrial class-based relations, the decline of nation-state control of
economic policy and the decreasing power of national political parties
(Barney 2004). These types of social organisation are being replaced by a
more individuated and individualised society in which political issues are
often identity based or relate to wider global issues such as the environment,
women’s movements, human rights and wider global inequalities (Wessels
2014). These changes are materialising in ambivalent and contradictory ways
within social relations, leading to individuals and groups positioning them-
selves along a continuum of personal and public concern. Individuation
pushes people to seek meaning in a context where symbolic institutions such
as churches, political and cultural organisations, and workers’ organisations
are becoming less influential in society. The media are an exception to the
decline of symbolic organisations, as individuals draw on the symbolic
aspects of traditional media, as well as using social media to develop their
own networks, communities, interests, symbolic worlds and lifestyles (Wessels
2014).

These processes of individuation and individualisation, combined with the
wider progression of globalisation, are also contributing to cultural and
political de-massification. In late modernity, industrial class-based relations
are being undermined by this development (Adam et al. 2000), while mass
society has also transformed into social relations created through niche lifestyle
consumption approaches and the attendant production patterns that support
them. These trends mean that traditional class-based political parties and
other mass parties are experiencing a crisis of identity and rationale. They
have lost much of their purpose of political and cultural representation,
their ability to support welfare service policies, and to negotiate workers’
rights within a trade union framework. In this context, traditional political
communication spaces such as political and class-based broadcasting to mass
audiences via analogue television, radio and printed pamphlets are also being
undermined. Not only has the technology moved from analogue to digital, but
social and political interests are now based on – and located within – post-
industrial and information society social relations. In this emerging context,
the relations and patterns of political interaction have changed, along with the
relationship between political, civic and personal communication.

One of the developments in public – including political – communication
is the growth of an ‘audience democracy’ (Manin 1997). Audience democracy
refers to the move away from traditional political party democratic practices,
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towards personality politics which has occurred since the early 1990s. Per-
sonalities are favoured over parties, media performance is seen as more
important than policy programmes and political manifestos, and per-
ceived senses of authenticity are valued over competence (de Beus 2011).
de Beus (2011) argues that Manin’s (1997) development of the term audience
democracy is similar to Edelman’s notion of symbolic politics (Edelman
1985, 1971). This idea notes the change from politics having an instrumental
purpose to a more dramaturgical form of politics that is expressed through
spectacle. The role of the media features strongly in audience democracy, since
politicians use the media to engage with people by utilising certain symbols
and rituals to persuade them to identify with the politicians’ message. This
helps to generate connections between political personalities and indivi-
duals. Thus, audience democracy creates a ‘direct’ personal relationship,
one that is ‘in-mediated’ because it refers to a shared political message
created by political public relations (PR) agencies, the media and citizens. It
is also neo-plebiscitary, as it gives the impression that members of the audi-
ence are invited to join in a debate and can vote to approve or reject any
proposals. Audience democracy is ‘spectatorial’ in that it uses media rituals
and events to express political issues in a dramatic form for a public comprising
spectators.

This development is happening in a social context in which political rela-
tionships are filtered by media systems and flows of political communication.
Digital communication plays a distinctive role in both the trend towards
individualisation and audience democracy, because networked, instantaneous,
interactive, many-to-many instances of communication support the persona-
lisation of social life. This increases people’s choices, thereby loosening any
cooperative or solidaristic ties that are felt to be unsatisfactory and producing
a movement towards communities of choice. In this context, new associa-
tions, groups and movements are still formed, based on shared interests,
issues and concerns, which are stronger or weaker at different times and last
for certain periods. These new configurations may re-aggregate on less
obvious grounds – not necessarily on established institutional bases. They are
no longer strictly mass groupings, but can be understood rather as ‘transna-
tional individualised societies’ which form an intermediate dimension
between nation-states and global society.

The combination of social change and communication change in the
development of new relational networks generates a reconsideration of repre-
sentation systems and their links with social belonging, political activism and
civic engagement. As many theorists have noted, late modernity has brought
about a disembedding of social relations – across spatial, temporal and social
links – that transcends nation-state borders (Giddens 1994; Fraser 1992,
2006). Social media support these trends because they are global in reach
and enable personal communication between people and places. In principle,
this should result in cultural interaction which is personalised, leading to
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fragmentation and even tendencies towards ‘bunkering in’. In practice,
however, the flexibility of the Internet means that this more personalised
framework is not necessarily becoming fragmented in this way. Such forms
of communication may be local, national or global, shaped by particular
interests and networks, or they may bring people together in social move-
ments, for example, around ‘anti-globalisation’ sentiments. Digital media and
social media enable social groups of audiences, fans, tribes and friends to
form in ways that integrate offline and online worlds. These worlds include
many of people’s interactions in social and cultural life, and these experiences
also shape the ways they view and engage with politics, or, at least, the political
spectacle of democracy.

These types of formations develop in the sphere of political spectacle by
recognising each other as ‘users’ of a collective participatory process, in
which ‘infotainment’ is just as much part of the language of politics as show
business (Gianpietro and Sfardini 2009). Commentators identify a trend
towards what is termed the ‘entertainmentisation’ of both the public sphere
and politics. This is seen, for instance, in media intrusion into politicians’
private lives, and the rise of personality-based politics, journalistic practice
and reporting. Stanyer and Wring (2004) note that matters which were once
considered personal are now covered in both the ‘quality’ and ‘popular’
press. Reigert’s (2007) research highlights how participative technologies and
viewer voting in popular television programmes means that participation in
television has similarities to political engagement and, indeed, politics often
draws on these techniques as well. Furthermore, TV programmes such as
This Week (UK) and The Daily Show with Jon Stewart (US) use humour and
parody as an integral part of political communication to strip away the artifice
and inconsistencies of official political discourse and challenge politicians’
authority. In so doing, they offer a pleasurable entry into current political
topics, thereby contributing to the evolution of mediated political culture.
Social media are also part of this dynamic, especially in the way that
boundaries between the private and public are being redrawn. This type of
negotiation, alongside concurrent changes in the media and communication
environment, is altering the political character of communication. In this
context, personality plays a significant role in election campaigns, which
can even lead to a perception that certain senior politicians are key players
in national, and sometimes global, soap operas (Stanyer and Wring 2004,
pp.1–2). Karvonen (2009) deepens this argument by writing that con-
temporary politics is represented as entertainment, celebrity culture and
popular culture, which is linked to ideas about deliberate over-simplification
or appealing to the lowest common denominator in society. This is not
occurring to the same degree in every country, but general trends such as
media hyper-competiveness with a lightly regulated press, weak legal rights
of individual privacy, the rise of political marketing and political spin are all
creating the global context for entertainmentisation.
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It is generally felt that this move towards politics as entertainment is
negative, and a form of ‘dumbing down’ (Lilleker 2006; Franklin 2008). How-
ever, some commentators, such as van Zoonen (2005), suggest that linking
politics with popular culture makes it more accessible – and, in the sense of
accessibility, more democratic. She asserts that politics can be made more
pleasurable through forms of popular culture that encourage engagement in
politics, arguing that personalisation and dramatisation can serve as a resource
for political citizenship, because they help to convey politics in a reflective
way. This makes people think about what citizenship means and how they
can enact politics (Dahlgren 2009). In addition, there are certain similarities
between political engagement and pop cultural fandom. Van Zoonen (2005)
explains that fans invest emotional involvement and symbolic valence in the
objects and subjects of their engagement in fan culture and, likewise, symbo-
lism and emotion are also traits of citizenship. Political parties express
symbolic values and people forge alliances with political positions for
emotional, as well as rational, reasons. She also points to structural simila-
rities between fans and publics because both involve shared values and a
willingness to engage in collective actions. She does not suggest that fandom
and citizenship are the same but, rather, that the model of fan cultures can
provide understandings of some of the mechanisms of politics, such as
emotional intensity and imagination work. She argues that popular culture
can process and communicate collective experiences, emotion and knowl-
edge, whilst offering opportunities for people to negotiate their views and
opinions on contested values as well as explicit political issues. Lunt and
Stenner (2005) cite The Jerry Springer Show as an example of an emotional
public sphere. Dahlgren (2009) argues that popular culture can, therefore, act
as a form of meta-deliberation which adds to – but does not replace – other
forms of expression, different registers and emotional spectra to the more
traditional forms of news and political communication.

One area in which popular culture and political engagement interact is the
way that young people participate politically. A commonly held perception
is that young people do not engage in politics (Vromen et al. 2016); however,
Coleman (2006, 2007) argues that they are not, in fact, abandoning politics,
but rather the political system has abandoned and/or excluded them. For
example, Coleman (2006) points out that the way parliamentarian politics is
represented on television is off-putting to many and is part of the reason why
young people disengage from politics. In contrast, his study of Big Brother
(2006) shows that young people do have the capability to follow news, to
reflect critically on politics and participate in elections. Coleman avers that
the reason many do not do engage with mainstream politics is because they
feel outsiders in someone else’s story and believe themselves to have little
political efficacy. However, the young people in his study found inclusion
and engagement in the spaces created by Big Brother. In this programme,
young people can engage with – and vote on – a range of issues such as
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bullying, sexual identity, morality and trust, inequality, racism and so on (see
Coleman 2006). These are political issues, but the way they are considered in
formal political processes frequently undermines the way that young people
feel able to engage with them.

Coleman’s (2006) research reveals the limitations of what politics is con-
sidered to be in general terms. He argues that formal politics frequently
overlooks the challenges and concerns that people experience in their daily
lives – such as ethics, identity, justice, taboos and social power relations, as
well as topics that are not in their immediate local or everyday sphere, but
are national, international, regional or supra-regional. Coleman observes that
not only are the topics on the political agenda out of step with young people’s
concerns, but they are often represented in a way that does not resonate
with them, and are played out across traditional forms of communication,
which are distant from younger generations and new media cultures. He
proposes the need for ‘enhanced double transparency’, which means that poli-
tics must become more visible, compelling and accessible (for young people)
and that, at the same time, politicians need to know more about young
people and become better anchored in the realities of their lives. He asserts
that this would involve further decentralisation of political communication –

and, perhaps, also political power.
These are challenging ideas which – to some extent – bring the issue of

popular culture and politics under the rubric of cultural citizenship. This
perspective underscores the democratic potential of popular culture, whilst
recognising that this may not always be realised. Popular culture is accessible
and easy to engage with, so has the potential to join people together, making
them feel welcome and offering them a sense of belonging. It also provides a
space where people can express and share their hopes and dreams for
society, and process their fears. In ideal terms, ‘cultural citizenship is the
process of bonding and community building, and reflection on that bonding,
that is implied in partaking of the text-related practices of reading, consuming,
celebrating and criticising offered in the realm of popular culture’ (Hermes
2005, p.10).

Communication, media networks and civic spaces

The Internet and the World Wide Web (WWW) – now often termed digital
communication – are highly integrated into people’s lived experience. The
technology, its devices, user interfaces and services are pervasive and are
used by individuals, organisations, civic groups and communities. Although
there is still some inequality of access, skills and digital literacy (see Chapter 2),
digital communication is, nonetheless, a common feature of everyday life
(Wessels 2010b). In the early days of the WWW there was much debate
about a distinction between online and offline life, but it is now widely
accepted that people’s lives involve an integration between them both
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(Wessels 2010b). Digital communication and technology have been domes-
ticated and assimilated into normal routines, including household tasks and
social networks (Berker et al. 2005).

Digitally supported social networks allow for instantaneous all-way com-
munication in real time. As Dewey (1939a) argues, society is created in and
through communication – and hence a combination of social and technical
developments is interacting with changes in communication. Digital com-
munication enables users to generate and develop socio-digital networks
which are pervasive and varying in their characteristics. Dahlgren (2009)
adapts Nieminen’s (2007) framework to identify the following types of
networks:

� Associational networks, such as friendships, hobby or voluntary groups,
based on active choice.

� Societal networks, which have a more definitive character and involve
socialisation and membership in a community or professional body.
Choice is involved, although membership often derives directly from
social circumstances.

� Issue- or interest-based networks, which aim to influence decision
making, e.g. politically engaged publics.

� Imposed networks, which address people and define them as members
of nations or other large bodies – for example, as citizens – that accord
specific rights and obligations.

Dahlgren (2009) argues that most people’s lives are lived in and through
these types of social networks, increasingly with the help of digital commu-
nication and services. Some networks are actively sought out, created or
joined, while others are imposed on, or simply grow up around, people.
One of the guiding principles of Internet culture is that it offers unrestricted
spaces for alternative voices to speak up and be heard.

Although the Internet is designed in an open way and regulates itself,
barriers to it still exist, as previously discussed in Chapter 2. These include
obstacles such as a lack of access and the wider digital gaps sitting on top of
existing divides (Wessels 2013). Furthermore, an individual’s socio-economic
background, gender, ethnicity and sexual orientation can all influence which
networks they engage with. Other power dynamics affect which communities
can inhibit or shape the way the Internet is used, for example migrant popu-
lations and poorer citizens of the Global South. Putnam’s (2000) argument that
social capital is a manifestation of an individual’s network is important here,
because it suggests that the better connected a person is, the more likely they
are to participate offline and online as an active citizen. Dahlgren (2009)
agrees with this, explaining that well-connected individuals are more able
to act as a ‘hub’, meaning that they are also likely to have more influence in a
network. This dynamic captures the importance and power of any network
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in terms of each participant’s personal connections. Equally, how a person
operates on the Internet is important for gaining connections and belonging
to networks. This relates to the ways in which senses of the political can
emerge within social settings across all four networks described above, but
especially the third type – issue- or interest-based networks – which seems
most tightly linked to civic agency.

Castells’s (2009) notion of mass self-communication provides a good sensi-
tising concept to help think through the ways that social media are interacting
with political culture. Castells argues that interpersonal communication must
be differentiated from societal communication because the former entails
designated sender(s) and receiver(s), whereas the content of communication
in the latter can be diffused across wider society. As Thompson (1995) notes,
this definition of societal communication is often referred to as mass com-
munication. Whereas interpersonal communication is interactive (meaning
that a message is sent from one person to another with many feedback
loops), mass communication is usually one-directional, although it may
include some limited interactive features. In the main, traditional mass media
such as books, newspapers, films, radio and TV are one-directional,
because they are channels of one-to-many communication. The Internet
has changed this pattern, since it has the capacity to send messages from
many to many people in real time or at a chosen time, and it has the ability
to use point-to-point communication, narrowcasting and broadcasting.
Haythornthwaite (2011) notes that social media foster three types of
communication: (a) individualised, (b) community, and (c) crowd-based
communication. For example, the micro-blogging service Twitter operates
at the individual level, communicating via 140-character messages. Social-
graph media, such as Facebook and Com-me-Toolkit, are configured using
platforms that enable community-based communication in varying ways.
The power of the individual in a group can be mobilised via crowdfunding
social media, as seen in Barack Obama’s 2008 US presidential election
campaign, for example. This shows how social media can be used and adapted
in relation to the purpose and characteristics of the intended communication
practice.

Although mass self-communication has the potential to reach a global
audience, for example, by posting YouTube videos, social media, tweets,
blogs with RSS links to a number of web sources, or messages to massive
e-mail lists, Castells (2009) argues that it is also self-communication because
the message is self-generated. He observes that the definition of potential
receivers is self-directed and the retrieval of specific messages or content
from the WWW and other electronic communication networks is self-
selected. These types of interactions complement, rather than replace, others,
since all three forms of communication – interpersonal, mass, and mass self-
communication – coexist and interact. Castells states that it is novel for the
articulation of all these forms of communication to be combined into a
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composite, interactive, digital hypertext that includes, mixes and recombines
a whole range of cultural expressions conveyed by human interaction in
their diversity. This includes technological developments, changing organisa-
tional and institutional structures of communication, the cultural dimension
of the process of multi-layered communication and the ways that communica-
tion expresses the social (and power) relations that underpin a multimodal
communication system.

Despite some inequality of access and other aspects of the digital divide,
social actors and citizens around the world are using this new communication
capacity to advance their own projects, to defend their interests and assert
their values (Castells 2012). The corporate and public sectors are using mul-
timodal communications to interact with customers and citizens, while
ordinary people are also using these new forms of communication. Multi-
modal communication uses text, aural, linguistic, spatial and visual resources
in the creation of messages. Both this type of communication and the way in
which the media are user-generated are resulting in a contestation of power
amongst the various controllers of communications, citizens and groups, as
well as public and NGO sector actors in civic and political contexts. These
contexts also include personal or issue-based concerns that extend a more
narrowly defined understanding of politics. This contestation over which
voices can be heard is expressive of communication and communication
change. Castells argues that a new field of communication is emerging
through a process of multi-dimensional change, which is shaped by conflicts
rooted in the contradictory structure of interests and values that constitute
society.

Conclusion

Social issues and concerns are being expressed and shared within society in
new and diverse ways. Some of these may be viewed within a narrow definition
of politics, whereas others may be expressed through popular culture, civic
fora or protest. The rise of social media within the digital media framework
is a key feature of these trends, because it allows people to express and share
their concerns via a range of communication networks. Although media
forms do not determine the content or subsequent social or political action,
these new forms of communication are different from analogue mass media
forms of political communication, so enable people to create and shape
novel forms of civic society (Dahlgren 2003). This communication dynamic
is part of a new political culture that is being expressed and understood
through a range of social and cultural forms such as popular culture, every-
day life, individualised social life and issue-based politics. Silverstone (2006)
reinforces this point, arguing that social media are part of a mediated public
space where contemporary political life finds its place at individual, national
and global levels. Silverstone (2006) recognises that the media are a
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significant factor in helping individuals make sense of social life, form political
discourse and engage in action. The characteristics of social and digital media
interact with the circulation of content in a global information culture and
with an array of social networks – whether personal, civic, popular or political.
People are finding new ways to engage with issues, using social media and net-
works beyond the traditional political sphere, and this has the potential
either to increase the possibility of collective or connective action, or to
fragment and limit understandings and undermine public debate. Silverstone
(2006) asserts that we do not yet understand social media’s potential to foster
deliberative democracy – in terms of both the characteristics of social media
tools and any attendant new forms of social networking – to produce political
discourse and action. It is, therefore, important to consider how both of
these aspects shape the formation of civic communication and political
discussion, and how, if at all, social media develop and are shaped into civic
media – both by design and through use. This is discussed in the following
chapters.

Notes
1 Although it should be noted that not all journalism is open – as seen for example

in post-Soviet countries (Miazhevich 2011).
2 Third modernity sits beyond ‘sociological theory’s high modernity and rationality

of The Enlightenment and cultural theory’s deconstructive turn and anti-rationality
of the other’ (Lash 1999, p.1). Lash considers the rationality of third modernity to
be reflexivity, which is at once grounded in space and society and circulated within
a global information culture.

3 What Lash calls ‘second modernity’, which he defines as holding a cultural logic in
world systems built on nation-states, manufacturing, and institutional structures
based on the social or on society (Lash 1999, p.13).
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Chapter 5

The design and use of social media
in forms of participation

Introduction

Communication is a key feature of engagement and participation and it takes
many forms. Some of the characteristics of participation are created and
shaped by the configuration of the participants who are communicating and
by the forms of communication they choose to use. The design of the com-
munication media used is a key aspect of these different forms of commu-
nication. These diverse designs of communication media, along with various
forms of communication, enable different types of interactions to take place
within participatory action. Some elements of this communication, such as
communication technology (Mansell and Silverstone 1996), are formally and
explicitly designed. Other elements, such as one-to-one interpersonal com-
munication, group communication and mass media communication, are
shaped by their specific social forms. Individuals, groups and media organi-
sations utilise a range of social forms of communication. They also use the
design features of specific communication tools to craft their communica-
tion. It is, therefore, important to consider the design of social media and
differing forms of communication, in order to understand how social media
feature in engagement, participation and in shaping political culture.

Social media and communication in civic and political culture

As Castells argues, social media are a means of personal communication that
is networked and at scale. Social media are defined as: ‘Internet-based platforms
that allow the creation and exchange of user-generated content, usually using
either mobile or web-based technologies’ (Margetts et al. 2015, p.5). These
platforms take many forms, including blogs and micro-blogs such as Twitter
and Weibo, and social networking sites like Facebook, Twitter, Tumblr,
Tuenti, Instagram, Snapchat, Mixi, Cyworld and Orkut. There are content-
sharing sites like YouTube, reddit, Pinterest and Delicious, as well as social
bookmarking sites such as Digg, reddit and Delicious. Others are specifically
designed for civic activists, for example, Avaaz, Kiva, Moveon and



mySociety, while some support activities that produce online resources, like
Wikipedia and Baidu Baike (Margetts et al. 2015).

The malleable design of social media’s different platforms and devices
enables people to use them in various creative ways. This creativity is
located in spaces where literacy skills, social practices and cultural sensi-
bilities of use interact with the design of these tools and platforms. This
means that users need a level of digital literacy, which is embedded within
the multimodal character of the platforms and communication forms – in
other words, social media literacies are electronic, aural and image based
(Giroux 2012). In the same way that platforms and devices differ, so do the
communication networks. Because of their potential for self-expression and
creativity, social media are becoming a significant part of contemporary civic
and political culture. In general terms, civic communication is often issues
based, relating to policies, events or circumstances at local, national and
international levels. It involves citizens as well as local government,
public service broadcasting and non-governmental organisations. Tradi-
tional dialogue between citizens and these organisations is undertaken
using various channels, some of which are driven by the organisation (e.g.
polling and media reports), and others led by citizens and grassroots groups
(e.g. voting and protesting). Both parties use social media differently, since
they offer new ways for voices to be heard and because their networked
structure has the potential to foster new forms of civic communication and
participation.

Social media provide an immediate and global way to express and share
civic concerns, for instance through signing e-petitions, organising protest
marches and mobilising opinion across self-forming networks. One of the
advantages of using social media in this way is that communication is faster
and more flexible than traditional, non-digital communication channels
which are unable to respond so rapidly and specifically to civic issues (Lewis
et al. 2011). For example, Twitter was used to coordinate action by the Arab
Spring pro-democracy movement in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Syria, Yemen,
Bahrain, Saudi Arabia and Jordan in 2010, and is consistently used by the
Hong Kong pro-democracy movement. Instagram has been used in other
contexts, such as the photographs that amateur photographer Devin
Allen posted of people protesting about the murder of Freddie Gray in
Baltimore in 2015, to raise awareness of police brutality and racism
(Crider 2015). In that case, the mainstream media picked up these pictures
and Time magazine even used one of Allen’s images on its front cover.
Social media posts therefore comprise a source of data – not only photographs
on Instagram, but also words and images on sites such as Tagboard,
which aggregates hashtagged posts on Twitter, Facebook, Instagram,
Google+, Vine and Flickr. Storify acts in a similar way, by enabling people to
search, collect phrases, hashtags and other terms from across the World
Wide Web, for example:

62 The design and use of social media



� #handsupdontshoot
� #blacklivesmatter
� #ericgarner
� #ferguson
� #wecantbreathe
� #shutitdown
� #freddiegray

Other examples of social media posts include, on Twitter, DeRay
McKesson @deray and the founders of #BlackLivesMatter, who are on
@aliciagarza and @opalayo.

Social media are used to raise awareness, garner support and mobilise
action at the level of public opinion and popular protest. People can participate
in this by following an issue or movement online, which engenders a sense of
connection to a movement or cause. This is also true for people who are at a
distance from the issue, or unable to join in the activities physically in
person. In this way, social media supports the development of transnational
communities and networks of support. For example, in 2014 when people
protested in Missouri, US, against the shooting of black citizen Michael
Brown by a white police officer – referred to as the ‘Ferguson Uprising’ –
people in the Middle East who had been sprayed with tear gas explained to
the American protesters online how to treat the effects of this gas. The point
that people can easily follow an issue from a distance, just by ‘clicking’,
raises questions about their level of commitment. There is concern that this
type of online activity does not constitute any real engagement or participation,
because individuals are able to feel that they are participating and acting
through online processes such as posting a hashtag or taking part in an
online petition, without taking any real-life action or showing any additional
commitment to a cause. This type of online activism has been derided as
‘slacktivism’ (Morozov 2011) and ‘hashtag (#) activism’ (Giroux 2012). Some
commentators, such as Crider (2015), argue that engaging through social
media is a relatively convenient way for people to appear to participate, by
expressing outrage about and/or support for an issue, without actually
having to contribute any further involvement. Nonetheless, others recognise
its power to motivate people to organise collectively together around an
issue and to spread information rapidly.

In order to assess how social media are used and what types of parti-
cipation they engender, we need to consider their specific contexts of use
in relation to the design of particular media platforms. The way that
social media are designed determines the ways they can be used and the
kinds of communication they facilitate. However, digital technology is
fairly flexible (Wessels et al. 2012; Dittrich et al. 2014), and users can
shape the affordances of the technology design to meet their own personal
communication needs.
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Social media design

In order to understand the way that social media design shapes commu-
nication, there is a need to clarify the scope of this form of communication
technology. Kaplan and Haelein’s (2010) definition of social media is useful
here because it mediates between the broader notion of use and the more
detailed design characteristics. They define social media as ‘a group of
Internet-based applications that build on the ideological and technological
foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and exchange of User
Generated Content’ (Kaplan and Haelein 2010, p.61). This definition points
to the way that social media are designed for: (a) the particular configurations
of communicating users; (b) the specific characteristics of the content that
can be communicated, in certain formats and ways; and (c) the experiential
sense of connection that the communication creates.

Haythornthwaite (2011) argues that social media’s design is one aspect of
(a) the particular configurations of communicating users. She identifies the
three main forms of communication that are encompassed within social
media: individualised communication; community communication; and
crowd-based communication. Accordingly, she notes that the micro-blogging
service Twitter operates at a mass individualised level, as its design enables
people to share 140-character messages and images. On the other hand,
while still at a mass scale, social-graph media such as Facebook and Com-me-
Toolkit are configured to facilitate community communication using an
array of media modalities. She argues that the power of the crowd is mobilised
via crowdfunding social media, which provide an example of crowd-based
communication. A well-known early example of this is Barack Obama’s 2008
US presidential campaign.

In terms of (b) the specific characteristics of the content that can be commu-
nicated, in certain formats and ways, social media are a form of ‘user-generated
media’ (UGM), since its users generate both the communication and the
content. Social media are designed to enable users to connect to each other
in order to share content, document relationships and indicate interest in
user-generated topics. Users create messages, images or status updates and
circulate these via social media services to other users who are connected to
the same platform. This formula encapsulates the general principle of UGM,
which is modified within each individual service to provide specific functions.
Different forms of UGM can be categorised in line with each service’s aims
and focus along a spectrum, based on the type of connection between users
and the ways that information is shared. For example, interest-graph media
(Ravikant and Rifkin 2010) encourage users to form connections with others
based on shared interests, regardless of whether they personally know the
other people or not.

In relation to (c) the experiential sense of connection that the commu-
nication creates, the micro-blogging service Twitter shapes an experience in
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which users share short status updates with a network of ‘followers’ in a
largely one-way relationship (Gorrell and Bontcheva 2014). In this way, a
single individual or organisation can attract large numbers of followers who
are interested in what they have to say, but these followers are not required
to participate in any way by responding to the tweet. The experience of
social-graph media is different, since it encourages users to connect with
people they feel they have real-life relationships with, as well as connections
formed via a range of online interactions. For instance, Facebook provides a
way for users to keep in touch with people who are remotely located or to
share information with friends and relatives who see each other regularly.
Typically, short contributions are shared which outline current events in
users’ lives or link to something on the Internet which they think others in
their network might enjoy. These updates are combined into a time-ordered
stream for other people to read. Professional networking services (PNSs),
such as LinkedIn, aim to provide an introductions service in the context of
work, where choosing to connect to a person or organisation implies that
you are providing a degree of recommendation for them, as a career
advancement contact for others. PNS forms of social media tend to attract
older users (i.e. 25- to 55-year-old users) than interest-graph or social-graph
media (Skeels and Grudin 2009).

Crowdsourcing platforms such as Zooniverse identify a particular project,
which members of a crowd undertake tasks in and upload data onto the site.
Crowdsourcing is defined as a process ‘where individuals or organisations
solicit contributions from a large group of unknown individuals (the crowd)
or, in some cases, a bounded group of trusted individuals or experts’
(Bowser and Shanley 2013, p.45). Craglia and Shanley (2015) comment that
one of the features of crowdsourcing is that some contributors get paid
while others do not, depending on the project rationale and ethos. They also
observe that the characteristics of the contributions vary – from comprising
specific tasks (of varying complexity), such as mapping in www.openstreet
map.org, or providing innovative ideas more generally as in www.atizo.com.
They also note other types of resource-based contributions including
donating money (www.kickstarter.com), time (www.timebanking.org), or
computing resources, for instance (http://folding.stanford.edu). Crowdsourcing
is usually based on a data collection and analysis algorithm that is centrally
designed by researchers, and quality assurance methods are often put in
place (Craglia and Shanley 2015).

There are, of course, variations across social media services, but the well-
established Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn and Zooniverse examples given
here are exemplars of the different user configurations and ways of sharing
content. However, communication is more than both a network of users and
the content that users create and share. It also encompasses feelings of con-
nectedness, because it provides a ritual that cements sociability, as well
as a communication system that transmits information (Lyon 2001).
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Communication media therefore also involve a sense of presence and richness
alongside social activity, in which those communicating undertake presentation
and disclosure work.

Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) seek to classify social media by building on
the notions of social presence, media richness and the social process of self-
presentation and self-disclosure in social media communication. They draw
on Short, Williams and Christie’s (1976) theory, which focuses on the ways
that media differ through their respective degrees of ‘social presence’. Social
presence is understood in relation to the degree that the acoustic, visual and
physical aspects of the media communication facilitate communication
between the partners. This is influenced by factors such as the deeper level
of intimacy that interpersonal communication enables, compared to mass-
mediated communication. Another feature is the immediacy of the commu-
nication, i.e. whether the medium is asynchronous or synchronous. Social
presence is usually lower in mediated than interpersonal communication,
and in asynchronous communication such as e-mail than in synchronous
(real-time) communication such as live chat.

The related concept of ‘media richness’ proposes that communication
seeks to increase understanding, to varying degrees, by reducing uncertainty
and resolving ambiguity. Daft and Lengel (1986) argue that different media
possess varying levels of richness, which they quantify as the amount of
information that the media can transmit within certain time intervals. The
better the quality of the information transmitted through a particular medium –

which may involve the quantity and timelines of the communication – means
that some media are more able to resolve ambiguity and uncertainty than
others. Drawing on the work of Goffman (1959), Kaplan and Haenlein (2010)
raise the issue of self-presentation in interaction and communication, which
they relate to the notion of disclosure. In everyday life, self-disclosure is part
of the process of developing relationships. It is seen in the digital world in
the way that people present themselves in forums such as personal web-
pages, as well as through mobile phone applications such as Snapchat and
Instagram (Schau and Gilly 2003). This presentation involves some level of
personal disclosure, such as thoughts, feelings, likes and dislikes, which may
be real or faked, but act to support the image being presented and the pur-
pose of the communication. Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) build on these
aspects to identify characteristics of social media that are based on social
presence and self-presentation, as shown in Table 5.1.

Kaplan and Haenlein’s categorisation shows that collaborative projects
such as Wikipedia and blogs are low in social presence because of the com-
paratively static way they formulate their text and images, and they only
allow for a relatively simple communication exchange. Nonetheless, blogs
develop relationships through self-presentation and self-disclosure more than
collaborative projects, because a blogger discusses issues through varying
levels of personal opinions and thoughts. At the next level, content-based
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communities such as YouTube and social networking sites like Facebook
have a higher level of social presence and media richness, because they also
enable and encourage the sharing of pictures, videos and other forms of
media, as well as text, in a richer way than through the format of Wikipedia,
for example. There is a less intense focus on self-disclosure in content com-
munities, but varying degrees of self-disclosure in social networking sites that
foster senses of connection. Virtual games and social worlds such as World
of Warcraft and Second Life have even higher levels of social presence and
media richness, as they aim to replicate many dimensions of face-to-face
interactions in a virtual environment. They also have strong levels of self-
disclosure, but where action in virtual games is guided by strict rules that
oblige users to behave in a certain way, there is more potential for (real or
fictitious) self-disclosure.

Social media are distinctive because the various platforms and interfaces
offer a range of possible ways to communicate that produce different com-
municative experiences. Thus, the design of the human-computer interaction
(HCI) that takes place in social media is directed by the design of its interface
and platform. This provides senses of connectiveness and understanding,
and shapes the kinds of relations that can be formed through communication,
for instance, individual followers on Twitter or community-based online
forums. Some of this design is visible, such as the technical interface, while
other aspects are largely invisible, like the algorithms built into software and
systems. These algorithms also shape user experience and influence the way
in which content and contacts are computationally modelled (Berry 2011).

Algorithms as a feature of civic and public communication

Algorithms are built into the design of social media communication to
underpin platform services. They are an integral part of the digital systems
and their operations in search engines, personalised news systems, global
financial markets and political campaigns across all forms of digital

Table 5.1 Classification of social media by social presence/media richness and self-presentation/
self-disclosure

Social presence/media richness: low to high

Self-presentation/
self-disclosure

High Blogs Social networking
sites (e.g.
Facebook)

Virtual social
worlds (e.g.
Second Life)

Low Collaborative
projects (e.g.
Wikipedia)

Content
communities (e.g.
YouTube)

Virtual game
worlds (e.g.
World of
Warcraft)

(Kaplan and Haenlein 2010, p.63)
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communication, curation and search. Algorithms work by recording parti-
cular web-use and data flows and semantically identifying data patterns. This
underpins the way that a user can engage with content – whether through
search, recommender logics and/or data analytics. Writing these algorithms
often results in biases in the way data are computed, and these biases can
generate a range of discriminatory outcomes. Algorithms therefore have a
considerable influence because of the ways they analyse digital data and
consequently guide users to engage with information across the Web. In
short, they become a power in society because they steer users towards
particular decisions and choices about what is relevant, significant and
important. This unseen presence raises concerns about the lack of transparency
in the way that algorithms work.

Journalists are, therefore, beginning to discuss the ways that algorithms
operate in public, private and civic contexts (Diakopoulos 2015), building
upon journalism’s longstanding and widely held role in the public sphere.
Thomas Carlyle, writing in 1841 (based on six lectures given in May 1840),
noted Burke’s Three Estates of Parliament (politicians in the House of
Commons, nobility in the House of Lords and clergy in the Church of
England), and observed that the men sitting in the reporters’ gallery were
even more important. The media are, consequently, often described as the
Fourth Estate, acting as a critical observer to debate and contest any abuses
of power in the other three pillars of society. This entails ensuring that citizens
are informed about political, economic, social and cultural issues, so that
they can participate in democracy. Journalists are, therefore, responsible for
reporting on a range of issues that are relevant to the public interest, so the
way that algorithms may be influencing people’s knowledge and understanding
is encroaching upon their remit. Because of this, investigative journalists, in
particular, are developing approaches to understand how algorithms work
(Diakopoulos 2015).

This entails trying to make algorithms visible. Some journalists are doing
this by carrying out ‘reverse engineering’ to extract knowledge or design
blueprints that reveal what an algorithm is doing. This is done by studying
and then emulating the behaviour of an algorithm – namely the input,
output and the transformation from one to the other. However, as it is not
always possible to have all the information about these aspects to hand,
journalists are having to create other types of reverse engineering. For
example, if inputs are not available, then they need to observe or simulate
inputs as part of an investigation. This is an interesting line of enquiry, as is
the question of how an algorithm transforms an input into an output. This
type of investigation requires computational skills and understanding. For
instance, there needs to be an awareness that external evidence of an algorithm
can be disturbed by A/B testing, which is the practice of randomly assigning
different treatments or content to various groups to optimise for the best
response rate or return. Algorithms can be unstable, they can change over
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time, and they can have randomness built into them. These factors create
difficulties in understanding patterns of input-output relationships. Because
of this, and a range of other computational issues, the media sector will
have to invest in developing computational skills and knowledge in order to
make sense of algorithmic decisions.

Journalists will certainly need these skills – or have access to people with
these skills – to be able to report on the impact of such algorithms. This, in
turn, also means addressing some of the legal issues around journalistic
practice and wider legal frameworks, particularly paying attention to any
legal ramifications around algorithmic accountability which is identified by
this investigative reporting. Furthermore, the process of investigating algo-
rithms may raise new ethical questions such as: ‘how might the investigation
allow the algorithm to be manipulated or circumvented?’ and ‘who stands to
benefit or suffer disadvantage from that manipulation?’ (Diakopoulos 2015).

There is now a greater recognition that it is important to understand
algorithms, by those working in the public sphere, other sectors, and –

increasingly – ordinary citizens. However, this needs to be couched in a
broader appreciation of the significance of any particular algorithmic action
in a specific context. This means a level of interpreting an algorithm in relation
to the wider range of historical, cultural and social expectations about the
issue under question. Diakopoulos (2015) argues that traditional journalism
still has a role to play here, through its reporting and investigation skills,
which both enable this kind of interpretation of the influence of algorithms
in social life, and raise questions about their accountability. These types of
issues are not just relevant to journalists’ work, but are also important to
activists, social movements, civil society groups and individual citizens.
However, the role of the journalist includes a belief in transparency and
accountability that is centred in the public sphere and is founded on some
sense of a public good. In principle, therefore, this position and role means
that journalists should take a less political, partisan and campaigning stance
than those who are actively involved in campaigning, activist or political
activities.

HCI and algorithms (Ananny 2015) are both aspects of social media design
which influence the way users experience communication via social media,
although it is possible for users to adapt the design somewhat to meet their
own purposes. The various types of social media illustrate how important it
is to appreciate the influence of design decisions in the configuration of
social media platforms, to understand how social media work in civic com-
munication and the types of communication gaps they may yield (Hargittai
and Hsieh 2010b).

To summarise, social media’s design determines what can be commu-
nicated, in what way, and to what configuration of users. It affects how those
in communication encounters can appropriate its technological features,
what content can be shared, how it connects with different user
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configurations, and how it facilitates different communicative experiences.
To fully appreciate how these design attributes influence communication,
and how communication and participation are related, there is a need to
consider ‘design in use’. This is a term used by design communities to refer
to developing and testing design in the context of how it will be used, and it
is a helpful concept to illustrate this key point in this book. The idea of
design in use here refers to how design features in ‘real world’ usage of social
media rather than in a design process. It offers a useful framework for
assessing how social media design affects communication. By looking at the
ways that different users in various contexts draw on social media’s design
features, it becomes possible to assess how design shapes communication,
and how it influences the social dynamics of civic and political communica-
tion. These social dynamics are shaped by the cultural context of the com-
munication, so this review and understanding lead towards developing a
socio-cultural and socio-technical framework of analysis.

Social media design and use in relation to engagement
and participation

To understand how social media design affects political and civic commu-
nication, there is a need to consider its role in the relationship between citizen
engagement and social media use. Although taking a ‘design in use’ approach
provides useful insights, it is still difficult to identify which specific factors
influence participation, how social media operate in different contexts, and
how the use of social media is linked to levels of participation.

Boulianne (2015) undertook a meta-analysis of 36 studies of social media
use and participation, which were based on self-reported surveys conducted
between 2008 and 2013. Her analysis revealed some overarching themes. In
overall terms, taking into account the varying factors examined in the studies,
82% of respondents showed a positive relationship between social media use
and some form of civic or political engagement or participation. However,
only half of the relationships that were found between social media use and
participation were statistically significant, and there was very little correlation
between social media use and election campaign participation. The strongest
relationships between social media and social networking sites were seen
amongst young people (the age ranges varied across the studies she selected
but the general age range was between 18 and 24). Although there seems to
be a positive correspondence between social media and participation in the
form of protest activity, these are no more likely to be statistically significant
than any other types of participation. Furthermore, in order to understand
participation in the form of protest, there is a need to consider a range of
activities, such as marches, petitions, boycotts and demonstrations. However,
these different types of activities are not explicitly identified in studies about
protest, which makes it difficult to reach any robust conclusions about the
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role of social media and what forms of protest their design allows users to
take part in. Nonetheless, in other studies that do identify a range of protest
activities (e.g. demonstrations), there is evidence to suggest that social media
can facilitate citizens’ participation.

Overall, Boulianne’s (2015) meta-analysis did not find any demonstrable
proof that social media and social networking sites strongly affect levels
of participation or that their use is transformative in any direct way. This is
partly because of the research methodologies employed in most studies of
social media use. They lack the kind of experimental design that includes a
control group, making it difficult to identify precise causal connections
between social media and participation. This leads Boulianne (2015) to con-
clude that there is little evidence that social media actually change people’s
levels of participation, despite the popular discourse that tends to focus on
the use of social media in events such as Barack Obama’s 2008 US pre-
sidential election campaign. Boulianne’s analysis reveals that high social
media usage does not affect individuals’ predisposition to vote or participate.
Her meta-analysis also concludes that most studies view social media as one
of many independent variables, making it difficult to identify whether other
influencing factors, such as political awareness or an issue-based interest,
may prompt people to use social media.

However, it is evident from Boulianne’s analysis that the use of social
media is, in itself, a form of participation and engagement, because it is part
of shaping public narratives and understanding public affairs. Her results
suggest that social media use generally has a positive correlation with
engagement, when engagement is understood to comprise three sub-categories:
social capital, civic engagement, and political participation. In particular, she
notes some indications of positive relationships between expressive, infor-
mational and relational uses of social media and citizen engagement, when
this is understood in terms of civic engagement and political participation.
This analysis highlights the point that engagement and participation are often
blurred and tightly related in terms of social media use. On the other hand,
Boulianne’s analysis revealed that social media do not support citizen
engagement when they are used for entertainment and identity work,

Bearing in mind the lack of any strong causal relationships between social
media and engagement and participation, there are, nonetheless, indicators
that social media’s design supports people who are interested in engaging in
various ways. For instance, the design of social media is a key aspect of how
protests can be organised. In particular, social media’s networked design
produces a scalable informal structure that can be easily and rapidly adapted
to each unique context and issue under question. This enables the develop-
ment of an impermanent framework which can be utilised to support the
coordination of tasks in organising action. Before social media existed, this
type of task allocation had to be performed by established, collective orga-
nisations. The design of social media is therefore useful for the practical
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aspects of organising various types of actions, such as protests, and setting
up and running advocacy campaigns.

Beyond these ways of organising participation, there are further questions
around how social media can foster participation through the notion of
connective (Bennett and Segerberg 2013) – rather than collective – action.
The emergence of ‘networked social movements’ (Castells 2001) which centre
on global issues have ushered in a new type of connective activism. Mobilising
people to pursue a common goal or to raise a particular concern involves
some level of coordination. Before the mainstreaming of digital media, this
was achieved by developing collective identities and some formal organisation
that would coordinate any agreed action. In contrast, connective action
means using the new ways of coordinating action that have become available
through digital technology and social media within a more networked and
issues-based political culture.

Connective action involves the use of a combination of multiple research
strategies, such as surveys and mapping Twitter activity by analysing hashtags
and hyperlinking, to spread messages across networks of individuals and
organisations. However, connective action goes beyond just the dissemination
of messages, because it identifies sources and information, communicates
that to others, and also receives and shares information back from the network.
The digitally supported communication work in itself becomes a networked
organisational form. Therefore, the form of communication and the form of
organisation – which are both the network – influence and support each other.

The communication and its dynamic networked structure operate as aspects
of the development of connective action, although action is created out of
multiple connected actors (both people and communication, see Chapters 9
and 10). The networking logic of digital media and networked social move-
ments together organise action through this type of connectivity. The char-
acteristics of connective action include personalised public engagement,
which is self-motivated. In other words, it is the desire of citizens to share
their thoughts and feelings that drives and shapes the action, rather than any
formal organisation or a leader planning the action. In fact, connective action
does not require leadership or formal organisation because the use of technology
platforms and applications takes on the role of capturing communication
that, in effect, becomes the organising structure for shaping any action.

Within this connective action, social media’s design operates by facilitating
the rapid communication of personalised social media frames as well as memes
around a network and across networks of networks. An Internet meme is a
piece of media that can comprise an image, an image macro, a hyperlink, a
video, a hashtag, or a word or phrase, which is spread from person to
person via social networks, blogs, direct e-mail or news sources. Social
media frames are part of media framing techniques, which shape the way
that information is presented to readers, audiences and users and can influ-
ence how people interpret the information (Fairhurst and Sarr 1996). This
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framing can be quickly created and shared in social media, for example, in
the way that Twitter produces user-generated narratives that others in the
network can identify with (see Chapter 9). This type of digital approach is
faster than mobilising through collective structures, because it bypasses the
need to create a collective identity. Instead of action that is formally organised
collectively, individuals merge their own personal struggles into larger frames
using social media, as seen in campaigns such as ‘we are the 99%’ (used by
the Occupy movement) and #62MillionGirls (part of Michelle Obama’s
campaign to raise awareness about the number of girls not being schooled
across the world). Individuals can therefore become part of a global movement
by using a hashtag, posting a photo or personal comments, without needing
to join any formal organisation or align themselves to a shared collective
identity. People can empathise with a cause or movement, engage with it at
an individual level of commitment and activity, and share relevant concerns
with one another. This identification and sharing may – or may not – foster
different forms of action in which individuals come together to register their
concern about an issue. This can sometimes be in the form of a protest or,
at other times, can involve joining a social movement for a period of time.
These design features support a process of connective action that enables a
mobilisation of action that is larger, faster and more flexible than conventional
social movement activities.

A range of examples show how social media’s connective action is enacted
to develop senses of participation underpinning a more general sentiment or
concern amongst individuals. For instance, pan-European protest against the
Anti-Counterfeiting Trade Agreement was demonstrated using public Face-
book and Twitter communication. Users drew on both platforms’ rational
and resource-oriented mode of communication design. In this context, the
time distribution of motivational and resource-driven messages was an
important aspect of mobilising support. In particular, the motivational posts
had a higher impact than resource-oriented messages on both platforms,
even though they were fewer in number. The combination of both resource-
focused communication and motivational communication proved useful in
organising this protest.

Another feature of connective communication and participation is mobile
communication, especially the widespread, extensive use of smartphones.
Research (Veenstra et al. 2014; Chen 2016) has looked at the relationship
between Twitter and Facebook use on mobile phones and political con-
versation with offline and online political participation, as well as online
expressive communication. In contrast to online digital communication,
some of these studies show that people who use Twitter on mobile phones
are more likely to engage in both online and offline political participation, and
in online expressive communication. The use of Facebook on a mobile phone
has a different dynamic to that of Twitter, because those who use Facebook
on their mobiles tend to do so mainly for online expressive communication.
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This distinction suggests that social media apps, such as Twitter, bring
mobile communication back into the public realm of an (albeit diffused)
broadcast-like channel. Mobile Twitter adds to the affordances of mobility
and networked connectivity, and can be seen as a relatively public medium
within the wider range of social media.

Another dynamic of social media design’s influence on political commu-
nication is the way it can stimulate the core antecedents of protest participation,
such as identity, efficacy and anger. For example, these factors were already
present in Hong Kong’s pro-democracy movement.1 A sense of identity and
anger mediated the relationship between online alternative news and protest
intention, while anger and efficacy mediated the relationship between social
media news and protest intention. This shows how the features of social
media are integrated into general and individual feelings about a situation
and – in this context – were particularly significant in creating the intention
to protest that was fed by feelings of anger and threats to identity. Here
social media also interacted with online alternative news sources, producing
a structure of social concern which was personalised but connected to social
media use, and the more organised creation of alternative online news. This
example demonstrates that when social media are configured with alternative
news in a situation with clear senses of political identity, they have the
potential to mobilise collective action. This goes beyond connective action
because it pursues a broader collective purpose of fighting for democracy
that far exceeds a particular and/or singular issue.

This example illustrates that the broader context needs to be taken into
account when considering how social media design may feature in both civic
and political communication. The ability to use social media rests on more
than just the extent of Internet infrastructure available in a country and the
access that its citizens have to it. In open democratic societies that abide by
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the International Covenant
on Civil and Political Rights, privacy of communication is legally protected,
so people are able to undertake web-based forms of communication. This is
not the case for all nations, though, and open society can also be threatened,
as seen in the Hong Kong example.

For instance, although Colombia’s Internet connectivity has increased,
this has not necessarily meant that social media can be used for civic and
political communication. There are a number of political concerns in
Colombia that relate to the way it is opening up to global trade, including
the large number of companies investing in the country’s extractive industry
(i.e. mining valuable minerals, nickel, gold, platinum, silver, copper, lime-
stone, coal, petroleum and marble). This is creating a number of social and
environmental issues and, consequently, social movements are forming to
challenge some of these developments. This raises the context of whether –

or to what extent – increased digital connectivity can help spread knowledge
and support the mobilisation of anti-mining protests. In Colombia it appears
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that there are only limited opportunities to use social media to share infor-
mation and support and to mobilise protest, because of socio-economic
constraints, fear of oppression, and the strong hierarchical power structures
within established social movements.

These examples show that other contextual social and political factors can
facilitate or constrain the ways that social media can be used for connective
action. Social media are not inherently a communication tool for political
mobilisation – rather, it is the way they are used within specific social and
political contexts that gives them the characteristics of civic and political
communication. As digital media, they enact both the concerns and the
association of concerned actors within a dynamic and networked commu-
nication structure. Therefore, social media do not determine or create non-
hierarchical knowledge structures – connective action and flat networked
social movement approaches; instead, it is the external social and political
conditions in which the social media are utilised that influence their use in
social relations. In addition to these external relations of knowledge sharing,
more internal knowledge sharing of a movement or configuration of individual
actors also shapes how social media are used in civic and political contexts.

These factors can be seen in the way that social media were used in popular
protests in Tunisia between December 2010 and January 2011. In this con-
text, Breuer (2012) identifies three main aspects of the way social media were
used to organise and mobilise protest. First, he finds that the use of social
media facilitated several personal networks to come together to develop a
‘digital elite’ that acted as an organising network. This networked elite,
combined with the affordances of social media, was able to circumvent the
national media blackout by brokering information for external mainstream
media organisations. Second, social media helped to overcome the perceived
‘free rider’2 problem within collective action, by being able to report the
magnitude of protest events outside mainstream media news reporting.
Third, their use facilitated the formation of a national collective identity,
which was generally supportive of protest action and transcended geographical
and socio-economic disparities by providing a shared sense of emotional
grievance. In the Tunisian context, the internal and external factors configured
in a specific way, while social media design and capabilities acted connectively
to garner senses of identity and feelings (whether opinions, standpoints or
sensibilities) to generate and mobilise collective protest.

There are, therefore, a variety of conditions that influence the way that social –
and digital – media can be optimised to address a particular civic or political
issue. Furthermore, a common feature of all these examples is that the use of
social media is situated within, and spans across, civic and political contexts and
communication. There is, therefore, some level of connection or reconnection
between civic and political life. There are some challenges to understanding and
assessing the quality of these types of communication and action, which requires
addressing questions about information and participation, in particular who
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participates and how this relates to the openness and inclusiveness of any public
social media communication and the public sphere.

News and social media

In order to understand how social media feature in political culture, it is
necessary to consider how they relate to mainstream media, because both
are information sources that mediate and feature in the dynamics of engage-
ment and participation. The relationship between news broadcasters and
publishers and the social network platform companies is changing rapidly.
Facebook, for example, is beginning to pay news companies to produce
video content for them to stream online. Twitter, Google, YouTube and
Snapchat have all increased their number of editorial personnel, as well as
designing ways to include news along with pathways to media content. There
is evidence that consumers are increasingly using social media to access news
(Pew Research Center 2016; Oxford Reuters Institute for the Study of Jour-
nalism 2016). Reports from data analytics firms such as Parse.ly show that
social media are a leading source of referral traffic to the main news sites, as
shown in the graph in Figure 5.1.
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Figure 5.1 Social media referral to main news sites
(https://blog.parse.ly/post/903/getting-your-news-from-social/, accessed 17/01/2017)
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The rise of mobile access to news is a new feature of news consumption
practices (Newman et al. 2015). The Oxford Study of Digital News 2015,
which was based on representative surveys of news consumers in the US,
Britain, Germany, France, Ireland, Italy, Spain, Denmark, Finland, urban
Brazil, Japan and Australia, identified a trend in rising use of mobile technol-
ogies and access, along with Facebook’s increasing role in social discovery.
The survey found that people in most of the countries surveyed were likely
to access news via a mobile browser. It also found that people use a small
number of trusted news sources on their mobile phones, and 25% of those
questioned use a smartphone as their main device for accessing digital news.
Facebook is becoming increasingly dominant, with 41% using the network
to find, read, watch, share or comment on the news each week. The key
point to note is that social media are now just as much an integral part of
mainstream media as they are of alternative media and social network
communication.

Conclusion

These trends indicate that social media are pervasive in civic and political
communication in the mainstream media today. Social media’s design and
features can be used by the mainstream and alternative media, as well as
other networked informal social movements and configurations of citizens
and activists. A range of internal and external factors shape how social media
feature in communication. The way they connect and communicate depends
on the context of use and particular ways in which their media richness, self-
presentation and disclosure support identification with an issue or cause and
with others who share those concerns.

The design features of social media, such as their technical interfaces,
determine what can be shared, with whom and in what ways. This has led to
the development of forms and structures of communication that link indi-
viduals into a network and help to shape connective action. Social media’s
technical infrastructure is also influential in shaping access to information,
with a significant rise in the preferred use of mobile technology. The invi-
sible actions of algorithms also have a major impact, and there is growing
awareness in the public sphere about this issue, with journalists starting to
investigate how these processes operate and their social consequences.

In general terms, social media are part of civic and political communica-
tion in both the formal and informal spheres. For example, Twitter is used
to organise protests and to provide a context in which civic information
flows can occur outside conventional political communication channels
(Howard and Hussain 2011; Procter et al. 2013a). Political and civic organisa-
tions use social media for activities such as providing information, producing
e-petitions and campaigning, using these new services to communicate and
connect with people in a more flexible, networked way. However, this does

The design and use of social media 77



not mean that the ways individuals and organisations communicate are
necessarily linked or responsive to each other in formulating civic debate. In
fact, there is a potential misalignment between the ways that individuals
communicate and formulate civic concerns, and the ways that organisations
communicate their views and perspectives. One of the consequences of this gap –

the lack of a clear space for pluralistic debate – relates to how people are
‘finding out what to say’, which is a feature of political discussion that precedes
different types of democratic processes (Teorell 2006). The next chapter will
discuss social media ways of communicating and relating in political culture.

Notes
1 See the social identity model of collective action (SIMCA), which claims to be

based on emotions such as identity and anger. It identifies three dominant socio-
psychological perspectives that are antecedent conditions to this phenomenon:
injustice, efficacy and identity (van Zomeren et al. 2008). There is an interrelationship
among the three predictors as well as their predictive capacities for collective action.

2 A ‘free rider’ problem in collective action refers to situations where some individuals
in a social movement, civic society group, community or network may reduce
their contribution or performance if they believe that one or more other members
of the group are gaining something for nothing from the network. It is based on
the idea from economics that this occurs when those who benefit from resources,
goods or services do not pay for them, which results in an under-provision of those
goods or services for everyone in the group.
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Chapter 6

Political culture
Communication and ways of relating

Introduction

This chapter explores in more detail the concept of political culture in
regard to the debate about understanding the mediation of civic participa-
tion through social media. Approaches to social media so far have tended to
focus either on notions of engagement – including whether more engagement
leads to improved participation and, if so, what kinds of participation – or
on the boundary between public issues and personal problems. However,
applying a political culture lens to considering the role of social media in
social and political engagement and in forms of participation can reveal clear
insights into the link between communication and culture. In order to
understand the ways in which people can actively engage in political culture,
we first need to understand the notion of political culture. Almond and
Verba (1963) developed the concept to address the relationship between
personal orientations and political systems. However, they do not consider
the cultural dynamics within which that relationship is forged. To address
that gap, this chapter discusses the active formation of civic agency and how
communication and symbolic meaning feature in the ways that people relate
to each other in civic life. This includes various forms of communication
and media usage that raise questions about moral practices in how people
relate to each other as they engage and participate in civic and political
culture.

Extending political culture: the dynamics of interpretation in
shaping political sensibilities

The idea of political culture is a highly contested one, since many observers
consider that it originates from a conservative perspective. There is a great
deal of debate about the ways in which it is theorised, including its precise
definition, concepts and relationships between concepts. However, political
culture is generally understood to mean a ‘set of attitudes, beliefs and senti-
ments that give order and meaning to a political process and which provide



the underlying assumptions and rules that govern behaviour in the political
system’ (Darity 2008). In overall terms, political culture seeks to address and
include the political ideals of a polity as well as its operating norms. Hence,
political culture is seen as both the product of a political system’s history
and the histories of the system’s members, and as being rooted in public
events and private experiences. Political culture features in the shaping of
political communication because it involves values, affinities, conflicts, net-
works and knowledge, which all frame the practices of communication and
types of discussion within the civic realm (Dahlgren 2003).

In 1956 Gabriel Almond introduced the idea of political culture, and
developed this further in collaboration with Verba in their 1963 book, The
Civic Culture. Almond and Verba wanted to examine the ways in which
people affect political systems, as well as the ways that political systems affect
people. To achieve this, they looked at the idea and role of ‘culture’ in social
life, since culture (however that is defined) provides a fabric of social life that
is meaningful to individuals. Conversely, social life itself becomes meaningful
through people’s interpretations and actions. Thus, in many ways indivi-
duals are socialised into their culture, but they also produce and reproduce
it. Almond and Verba (1963) argue that culture is a significant influence on
shaping social life which can also act as a constraint on it, because of its
relative power. Political systems and culture are distinctive from one another
and can exist in a variety of different relationships to each other. There are
some instances where political systems might fit into, and be embedded
within, a culture, but this is not necessarily always the case. There is, of
course, also the possibility that political systems may influence culture just
as much as culture influences politics. Thus, the idea of understanding the
relationship between people and political systems through culture is a
complex one.

The previous chapters show that the relationship between participation
and the political sphere involves a range of interactions that vary, both in
terms of the actors involved and their diverse configurations. These types of
dynamics make it difficult to develop theoretically informed approaches to
understanding that relationship. To address this, Almond and Verba (1963)
explain political culture as a ‘distribution of patterns of orientation’ at the
individual level, in relation to culture as well as more collective aspects that
shape the ways individuals orient themselves towards political issues and
parties. The authors consider culture through the ideas of ‘supramembership’
and ‘sharedness’. Supramembership supposes that culture is more than
merely the aggregate of individuals who are considered in isolation and that
membership is an emergent property. This idea has been challenged, however.
For example, Kavanagh (1972) argues that moving from the aggregated features
of individuals to the characteristics of a group culture is an individualistic
fallacy. This is because this type of approach would not be able to account
for the different cultures that were found in the Weimar Republic and in the
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Third Reich, which both contained the same German population (Dittmer
1977). To counter this reductionist sense of culture, the concept of sharedness
refers specifically to something shared among people. The notion of shared
understanding is at the centre of the meaning of culture, since it provides a
common framework of mutual orientation. However, in the early approaches
to political culture, Almond and Verba took a broadly functionalist approach
to the ways that subjects gained senses of shared understanding and how this
then created particular orientations. This underemphasises the fact that
people actively interpret political issues in ways that are meaningful to them
and to their wider senses of social life.

Considerations of culture in anthropological terms focus on how culture
is actively socially created, the meanings of social life, and other aspects such
as language, table manners, religious ideas and moral values. Culture involves
what have been called subcultures – meaning groups that have specific prac-
tices and values at odds with the wider society’s common ideas and practices
(Williams 2011). Culture is a framework for action and a distinction is made
here between behaviour and meaningful action. Although it might be possi-
ble to identify certain regularities of behaviour, such as those seen in voting
patterns, these are not defined by the patterns themselves. According to
Geertz (1973), both the shaping and the meaning of patterns emerge through
culture. Geertz argues that culture is the web of meaning that social beings
weave through their actions and interpretations of social life. This idea of
culture recognises that the ways in which meaning is generated through
interpretation feed into the processes and relationships that characterise
political arrangements, and so influence political culture. Goldfarb (2012)
argues that these dynamics can be observed in the ways that individuals and
organisations interact and communicate culturally and politically within
their civic networks. He continues by asserting that it becomes possible to
observe, appraise and reinvent political culture by examining humans interacting
culturally and politically in their associations.

Civic culture and agency in making civil society

The theory of political culture that Almond and Verba developed in 1963
needs to be considered in relation to ideas about civic culture. However, the
term ‘civic culture’ is, itself, as complex to define as political culture. The
general notion of civic culture is frequently linked to ideas about civic parti-
cipation, civil society and citizenship. In political theory, civic culture is
often based on ideas about the different ways that citizenship can be
embedded within society and how specific types of social relations can help
to define citizenship.

For instance, the classic liberal model of democracy is based on a distinctive
type of individualism. This assumes that citizens are free to pursue their own
interests, to create their own lives and to seek happiness by making choices
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based on rational considerations. These freedoms are protected by the state,
which governs with a very light touch, being limited just to ensuring that
individuals are not over-regulated, that the market responds to individual
desires, and that the choices individuals make do not cause harm to others.
There is little consideration of the social aspects of the ways that individuals
learn to become citizens socially or how decisions and choices might be
shaped through the social bonds in which a person is embedded. There also
seems to be an assumption that citizens are ‘pre-programmed’ in some way
and do not need any experience to engage as a citizen, with everyone just
naturally pursuing their own individual interests irrespective of the society
they inhabit.

Communitarianism takes a different view. Although communitarianism
has a long history within political philosophy, it became popular in the
1980s. It includes a range of approaches along a continuum of the strength of
communitarianism, but all of these stress the social and cultural aspects of
citizenship. Some of the lighter approaches argue that a political community
can only be achieved where there is a social and cultural fabric. This fabric
involves developing and sustaining shared values and social relations that
support cultural cohesion (Dahlgren 2006). Other approaches argue more
deeply that there needs to be some level of a pre-political community in
existence to enable democracy. However, there are two main problems with
this type of tight-knit stable community. First, they are not typical forms of
society in late modern Western society and, second, these types of community
are at risk of becoming closed, inward-looking enclaves.

Another approach, republicanism, seeks to find a midpoint between
liberalism and communitarianism. This viewpoint draws on certain aspects
of liberalism, such as individual rights, as well as other elements of commu-
nitarianism, such as the way that civic bonds are shaped by community
dynamics. In contemporary society this is sometimes called civic repub-
licanism (Dahlgren 2006) or neo-republicanism (van Gunsteren 1998). These
modern renditions view citizenship as a mode of social agency located within
pluralistic contexts which have a variety of interests (Dahlgren 2006). This
approach aligns with ideas about citizens actively participating in civic life and,
through this, achieving democratic self-governance. This type of engagement
in public life is seen both as a duty and as something that people find
rewarding, and it includes the idea that people develop themselves by parti-
cipating in civic and democratic life. This extends the idea of political
engagement beyond the formal and legal aspects of political processes into
other ethical and social concerns of political life. This position highlights the
social and cultural aspects of societal life which support people in
understanding and enacting civic virtues. This starts to recognise that
political culture is created through social and cultural life. This might
include self-interest, but it is something that is learned in society, and the
way that self-interest is expressed and managed is also socially shaped.

82 Political culture



This understanding that citizenship is something that is learned in civic
society leads on to the notion that the way in which political culture is
shaped relates to the characteristics of its society. This raises questions about
how contemporary society shapes civic society, since it is infused with digital
communication and is organised via networked forms. In this context, ideas
about radical democracy offer insights into how people learn civic virtues.
Mouffe (2000) uses the idea of agonism to acknowledge a more diverse and
fragmented global society. Although she uses this concept to address some
aspects of post-structuralism, she still seeks to ground these differences
in material relations, by considering certain issues and their characteristics
in debates about radical democracy. Radical democracy draws on post-
structuralism to explore the dynamics of political life. It highlights the
contextual nature of people’s subjective positions and identities within
contemporary society, noting that social life and concerns are both in
a constant state of flux and contingent on a range of shifting situations.
This argument posits that context shapes the characteristics of contemporary
political struggle. This view recognises that political debate is complex in
contemporary society, and that people engage in a number of issues from a
range of standpoints that make up different aspects of their identities, so each
individual can hold multiple – even contradictory – political positions
simultaneously. This view supposes that political engagement and partici-
pation take place within an environment of difference and diversity, where
a range of issues and perspectives emerge and circulate in varying ways.
Therefore, clearly defined, fixed ideological and value positions are no
longer strongly held, legal frameworks are constantly being questioned, and
multiple voices are striving to be heard.

This situation can be seen as positive in normative terms, because acts of
contestation around difference and the negotiations of a heterogeneous
society are part of an open and democratic system. Progressive groups and
communities may use these processes to build alliances in order to lobby for
a particular issue. These alliances can change and reconfigure in different
ways, which reduces the likelihood of power being centralised. However, in
order for this kind of open and diverse society to function, its citizens need
to be strongly committed to a robust democratic framework, through which
they follow the formal rules of democracy. This is because an open society
depends on a set of conditions in which a heterogeneous society fosters
some level of integration amongst its people in order to ensure justice and
equality. The notion of radical democracy highlights the way in which political
culture is both sociological and cultural, linking it into a rich sense of civic
life. Although, as described in Chapter 2, there are debates about levels of
participation, these do not fully discuss links with the factors that shape
participation at various levels. As noted above, the concept of political culture
itself raises questions about this point. However, some of the approaches
used to operationalise it have resulted in divisions in the ways that political
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culture is embedded in civic culture, in everyday life culture, in popular culture,
as well as in formal culture.

The idea of civil society is useful for exploring the relationship between
lived culture and political culture. As Dahlgren (2006) observes, civil society
is used in a variety of disciplines ranging from normative political philosophy,
across social sciences to scholarship of the public sphere. Nonetheless, he
argues there is an overall sense that civil society is ‘the societal terrain
between the state and the economy, the realm of free association where
citizens can interact to pursue their shared interests, including political ones’
(Dahlgren 2006, p.271). This is a very broad definition which could poten-
tially include a vast array of associations and activities occurring within
society. Thus, we need to ask what is culturally viewed as being appropriate
action and organisation in civil society, and how an open society can manage
more regressive organisations within it which encourage anti-democratic
sentiment, such as far-right political groups. Despite this, however, most
civil society actors, political and academic commentators share a generally
positive – even optimistic – view of this difference of opinion, believing that
there need to be active and diverse patterns of association within society to
support democracy. Furthermore, people learn to become citizens of their
societies within a social context that is diverse and shaped by a variety of
associations and interactions. In broad terms, patterns of association – and
interactions within and between them – provide a learning environment for
individuals and groups in society. People learn to engage with different
perspectives and deal with conflict and, in so doing, they develop their social
selves and identities in relation to diversity. This process creates the potential
for communities, groups and individuals to engage constructively in the
complexities and negotiations of social life.

So, acknowledging the social aspects of civil society enables a recognition
that civil society spaces of communication are developed through its inter-
actions and associations. These communication spaces may include activities
such as town hall meetings, informal discussions in the street and social
media, but each is a means for phronesis to occur (see Chapter 2). They also
combine to create a public sphere in action, in whatever ways a public
sphere may emerge (see Chapter 3). This concept extends the points about
levels and types of participation made in Chapters 2 and 3. In order to
understand the relationship between social media and the political sphere,
there is a need to understand not only levels of participation and types of
participation and engagement, but also the notion of agency, and the different
methods used to acquire this.

Looking at agency through the lens of civil society opens up a discussion
about how people develop their civic roles. Putnam (2000), working within a
civic society tradition, addresses several aspects of this phenomenon. His
analysis of the character of the social bonds of people living in the US in the
mid- to late 1900s generated the metaphor of ‘bowling alone’. Putnam uses
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this metaphor to assert that American society is highly individualised with
weak social bonds. Furthermore, he continues by observing a lack of com-
municative interaction amongst people, leading to a decline in involvement
in civic life. Social capital in particular is seen to be weakening as a result of
both decreasing numbers of social contact networks and waning compe-
tencies at undertaking communication (Dahlgren 2006). Putnam’s work is
useful because it focuses attention on the social conditions of phronesis and
supports the idea that citizens develop and shape their manner of public
engagement socially. However, Putnam’s analysis is open to criticism because
of its over-simplicity. For instance, one of his fundamental arguments is that
civic culture is in decline because people are watching more television and
the content of these programmes is becoming less intellectually challenging –

that there has been a general ‘dumbing down’. In reality, though, as the
previous chapters have shown, people actively engage with a range of issues
via popular culture, being active ‘prosumers’ (Wessels 2014) as well as passive
consumers, and they also use social media to self-organise in a variety of
offline and online ways. This, along with other types of actions such as
lobbying, petitioning, organising and participating in protests, are all evidence
of civic agency.

So, although there are debates about the strength of civic engagement and
about levels of participation, there are many examples of civic agency.
Stewart (2000) draws from this the notion that civic agency is located within
social experience and that participation features as one aspect of civic agency
in different ways. For example, democratic participation can break out
amongst citizens in ways that change the norms of social interaction via
events such as real-life and online protests. These intense bursts of participative
engagement and action are frequently deeply experienced in terms of affec-
tive engagement, in moments of strongly motivated involvement. However,
these types of intense but transitory participatory events are not sufficient to
foster ongoing participation. Stewart (2000) asserts that a competence in civic
communication is an important aspect of the dynamics of civic agency,
because it enables citizens to use and build on affective bursts of participation,
as well as taking part in other types of civic action. Part of this competence is
people’s ability to interpret different political situations and contexts and,
based on this understanding, to decide what type of action is suitable in that
particular situation.

These kinds of competences are gained through participation – by observing
and joining in with civic action on an individual level. Just like other diverse
social skills, civic communicative skills are learnt in everyday life (Agre 2004).
This perspective suggests that citizenship is learnt through experience –

‘learning by doing’ – and that civic competence is not developed by political
society but is, instead, socially learnt and culturally shaped. This addresses a
weakness in Putnam’s work and some of the early approaches to political
culture, such as Almond and Verba, which stress the importance of trust
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and networks but do not examine in any detail how networks are socially
created, how trust is socially developed, and what social factors can destroy
trust. Commentators, such as Agre (2004) and Stewart (2000), address this
weakness by asserting that civic agency is learnt. Both these writers identify a
range of skills that individuals attain socially and culturally, such as being
able to find and interpret information, and learning how to campaign and
organise events. Communication skills are part of the overall skill set
needed, and one relatively new aspect of this is understanding how to com-
municate via social media. Agre (2004) in particular mentions the social skills
needed for this, such as facilitating social interaction, a capacity for rhetoric
and the ability to interpret and define issues, in addition to knowing how to
organise, lobby and manoeuvre in political contexts. These skills are learnt
in everyday life and by engaging in civic and political culture.

This focus on the skills required to take part in political culture is sig-
nificant, because it questions how these skills are learnt and the notion that
engagement and participation are both interactional. Even though the forms
and characteristics of interaction might vary, it is important to recognise that
social interaction shapes political culture. Furthermore, as discussed in
Chapters 2, 3 and 4, a range of social and cultural factors feature in the
dynamics of political engagement and participation. This creates a need to
consider how to understand and assess these kinds of possible interactions
and relationships between people and politics. Questions arise around the
ways that people shape politics and vice versa, about what conditions are
required for a stable democracy and how democracy can support diversity
whilst maintaining stability. There are also questions about what role the
practices of communication play in every relationship between people and
politics.

If we accept the argument that social and cultural civic society generates
the conditions for people to engage and participate politically, then the way
that communication is conducted in the civic sphere also feeds into the
dynamics of political culture. In order to understand the types of interaction
that shape particular political cultures, we need to pay attention to the socio-
cultural fabric in which individuals gain their sense of political astuteness,
good interpretive and communication abilities. All these skills are learnt
socially and within specific civic and political contexts and, together, they
form a distinctive culture, which can be called lived political culture. As
explained above, this term and concept is used in a variety of ways, but its
strength is that it identifies the need to understand the culture of a political
system, such as democracy, and the culture of its context, for instance, the
nation-state of the US (c.f. de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America). Com-
munication forms part of both these cultures as well as spanning across
them. Dewey (1939a) reminds us that society is made through communication
and that issues are developed, shaped and shared through communication.
Thus, it is useful to view political culture as a dynamic concept in order to
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understand the relationship between people and politics, and to appreciate
how communication features in that relationship.

Communication and the symbolic aspects of political culture

A key feature of the experience of politics and the ways that people gain
access to politics is through communication. This can be in the form of
leaflets and pamphlets, mass media, rallies and town hall meetings, formal
political communication, or digital communication and social media. As
discussed in Chapter 3, communication involves the exchange and circulation
of symbols (Thompson 1995). Dittmer (1977) applies a political culture frame-
work to communication, defining political culture as a ‘political system’,
which is nestled inside a ‘more inclusive system’ that can be termed ‘political
communication’ (Dittmer 1977, p.566). This approach goes beyond Almond
and Verba’s individualistic approach, since its focus on political communica-
tion generates the conditions for people’s understandings of supramembership.
Supramembership is facilitated by the use of symbols of political discourse
which are, by definition, wider than the individual. Political communication
also enables feelings of sharedness to develop, since the symbols used have
varying degrees of common meanings. In addition, different forms of com-
munication generate shared interactions – such as public discourse – while
some are based on other types of group or community identification as well as
on personal senses of identification. This is seen in different social formations –
for instance, the ways that the relationship between mass communication
and the nation-state creates an imagined national identity. Another example
is the ways that social media and social networking sites create feelings of
shared identities which are based on certain types of networks.

However, the types of collectiveness and identification engendered diverge
between mass media and social media forms of communication. Although
both are – to some degree – imagined, the logics of participation are quali-
tatively different and these differences impact on the character of political
culture and political communication. One of the key differences is that mass
media employ a top-down, centralised, one-to-many communication model,
in contrast to social media’s networked form of mass self-communication
(Castells 2009; and see Chapter 3). Another main difference is the level to
which people can create, shape and control symbols. Both public service
broadcasters and commercial media companies have high levels of control
over programming and the use of symbols. Even though they are subject to
regulation and the imperative to ensure that their programmes attract audiences,
these media organisations control the use of symbols in their communica-
tion content and processes. However, there is a different logic in social
media and social networking communication. In this context, the content is
user-generated, with users themselves deciding – and creating – whatever
they think is important to communicate. Users or networks of users set
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agendas, deciding which issues and topics are relevant and important. These
users may, of course, link to – or, indeed, be embedded within – wider
social formations such as social movements, political parties and commercial
marketing networks. However, even in those circumstances, the commu-
nication is less determined, less centralised and less open to control, as a
result of the unpredictable nature of interactions. It is often difficult to predict
which issues or topics will catch a networked imagination and ‘go viral’ –
that is, be communicated exponentially. Users also have greater control over
the use and meaning of symbols, as illustrated by the use of ‘memes’ –

multimodal artefacts that are remixed by many users. Users draw on popular
culture to create memes and then remix them to make public commentaries
(Milner 2013). The use of memes can be seen in a number of protest move-
ments, such as the pro-democracy movement in Hong Kong and Occupy
Wall Street.

In order to understand how such symbols are shared and disseminated, it
is important to examine the ways that they are interpreted and understood.
The development of symbols in traditional and early modern societies was
context-specific and based on particular cultures; however, in today’s globalised
world, the same symbols are circulated and spread across many cultures,
and are then reinterpreted through the ways they are reused. Although there
is an element of post-modernist play in this process, there are nonetheless
contextual frameworks of interpretation that make sense of ‘symbols in
use’. So, although symbols are increasingly being shared in a global econ-
omy of goods and services, cross-cultural comparison of these symbols
remains difficult, since they are only meaningful within each culture’s larger
symbolic system or subsystem (Geertz 1973). Therefore, it is not sufficient
to consider individual symbols by themselves, as they only gain meaning
within a wider cultural context. It is also inappropriate to examine symbols
at a national level, because this assumes that a nation-state’s cultural frame-
work is made up of a single, coherent culture, ignoring the reality of a
diversity of integral cultures. Thus, any analysis of symbols at the level of
intercultural symbolic communication requires a comparison of an entire
symbol system or subsystems. By creating the symbolic aspects of com-
munication, actors develop an internal coherence, which means that those
participating in that cultural system or subsystem can understand the
communication and its wider meaning and relevance. Within open societies
and international communities this requires enabling people who are not as
tightly involved in a network or community (broadly defined) to interpret
the meaning of the communication. This is not easily achieved, since some
people are more cosmopolitan and culturally skilled at understanding
different symbol systems than others. Hence, when practised ethically,
public service broadcasting and journalism play a role in translating such
symbols, while some intercultural civic organisations contribute to widening
understanding.
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In addressing the role of communication in political culture, Dittmer
(1977) shows how the idea of political culture can be extended beyond its
initial individualist conceptualisation. Communication features in political
culture in the way it interacts with, and relates across, people’s symbolic and
cultural lives. Communication in all its forms does not necessarily define, or
simply reflect society; rather, it yields meaning from within cultures that are,
themselves, interpreted culturally. Different forms of communication and
their organisational structures operate in diverse ways. There are concerns that
ideologically determined forms of media can inculcate people into certain
ways of thinking, as writers from the Frankfurt School have described.
There is also the risk that a hegemonic dominant ideology may become
imprinted as an intrinsic factor in the encoding and decoding of media messages,
as Stuart Hall and colleagues have shown (e.g. Hall 1973). However, as audience
scholars including Ang (1985) and Livingstone (2013) have noted, audiences
may also be active, so will interpret the message and engage with those
interpretations in a variety of ways (Wessels et al. 2013). The development
and use of digital networked communication extends the ways in which
audiences can be active. As Sonia Livingstone (in Lievrouw and Livingstone
2002) noted as far back as 2002, active modes of user engagement in digital
culture include online shopping, browsing (‘surfing’), researching and com-
municating. This reveals that there is more opportunity for user/audience
agency in a digital communication system than an analogue system, which
can be seen in the ways that users can publish their thoughts and ideas
online and share their feelings, beliefs and opinions with others. Thus, digital
communication is a more open form of communication – although it still
entails certain risks – for instance, ideological manipulation or abusive
exchanges. This leads on to an examination of the character of digital openness,
the ways that this openness plays out in civic and political culture, and a
consideration of how people relate publicly in the contexts of both civic and
political culture.

The dynamics of political culture: sharing and ways of
relating publicly

People relate to each other in numerous public ways – for example, the face-
to-face interactions of daily life, large-scale public events (Roche 2000) and
various forms of mediated communication. All these types of social interaction
play a part in developing public discourse. The ways in which people can
engage and participate in civic life and political culture are shaped by the
information and knowledge they have access to, and how they interpret and
share that knowledge. There are varied sources of knowledge and information,
including libraries, government, education providers, the media and subject-
specific specialist information providers, as well as knowledge gleaned
through everyday life. Another aspect of how people relate to each other in
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public goes beyond just knowing, to acknowledging issues in different ways.
It is these processes of acknowledgement that give certain issues credence
within a particular configuration of civic actors, which may or may not
subsequently be taken up by political actors (Weschler 1989, Afterword,
supra note 3, at 92, cited in Arthur 2009). The issues chosen are acknowledged
through circulating symbols as discussed above and – more than just sharing
these symbols – by interpreting and reusing them. This is embedded in the
ways that symbols operate in a culture’s way of relating, as every culture
provides a unique fabric of understanding and a set of expectations that
serve to inform and shape social action. Although social actors – both indivi-
duals and organisations – may interpret a symbol differently from others and
assign meaning to it in a variety of ways, these references are, nonetheless, all
ways of relating to that same symbol within a shared cultural framework.
Therefore, symbols are an important feature of patterns of interaction and
the ways that people relate to one another.

There is, however, a degree of agency that both creates public discourse
and facilitates how discourse influences the ways that people interact with
each other. In relation to this point, Chilton (2005) proposes that culture –

understood as ways of relating – feeds into the ways that people relate to
each other publicly. Chilton observes that the way a specific culture is
framed is based on groups of people who share a particular way of relating.
This approach is sensitive to the ways that people create cultures, so can be
termed a bottom-up approach, which differs from top-down approaches to
culture. Top-down approaches originate from collectivities, such as nation-
states, and search for the things that people within such entities have in
common. This method reifies culture and does not capture the ways that
cultures are made through social actors weaving webs of meaning through
their social action (c.f. Geertz 1973). In contrast, viewing culture as something
that is created through social action leads to the realisation that senses of
commonality, shared understandings and contestations over meaning are all
created through interaction. Within this perspective, Chilton (2005) argues
that a way of relating is only shared if there is something that is ‘publicly
common’ to a collectivity. In the digital age, collectivities include various
types of independent networks as well as networks of networks, which vary
in their online and offline configurations and in their scale and reach. This
definition does not exclude locally shaped collectivities or established but
nonetheless imagined communities such as nation-states. Chilton (2005) uses
the term ‘publicly common’ to describe a way of relating that is understood
by everyone within a particular cultural configuration and is used by all the
actors to orient themselves to one another, thereby producing the public
focus and orientation towards a set of issues.

This concept of public commonness focuses attention on how the actual
use of a way of relating helps to identify who participates in – or is excluded
from – any specific cultural configuration. It also reveals that differing
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configurations of culture are, nonetheless, meaningful because the actors are
working together within shared sensibilities and shared practices of ways of
relating. This enables an analysis of both homogeneous cultures and more
complex, diverse societies through concepts of subculture and cultural conflict.
The focus on publicness also allows for the fact that cultural expectations can
differ from individuals’ preferred ways of relating, which frees the con-
ceptualisation of political culture from Talcott Parsons’s much-criticised
focus on value consensus. Therefore, political culture does not depend on
all of the people liking a culture or regarding it as legitimate. Rather, it is
defined by the ways of relating that people actually use to coordinate their
dealings with one another, which shape changing cultural perceptions that
can either challenge or seek to protect the status quo. This suggests that
there is a dynamic relationship between the ways in which different groups
in society interpret and work with a range of issues. Taking a more dynamic
approach to the ways that political sensibilities are communicated and
shared moves attention beyond assumptions of consensus to also incorporate
conflict. Although cultural traditions might well be resilient, cultures can
change rapidly as people adopt or reject publicly common ways of relating.
This is seen, for example, in the ways that people drop in and out of social
movements (Wessels 2010b). Examining the ways that social actors relate
publicly in a dynamic orientation to something that is shared – but not
necessarily commonly agreed upon – opens up the relationship between
being a ‘participant’, a subject and part of a culture. This is an active rela-
tionship that may be influenced by particular ideologies, subjective positions
and popular – ‘trending’ – public discourses, but it is not necessarily deter-
mined either socially or through technological modes of communication (c.f.
Pateman 1970, 1971).

This new emphasis on active and dynamic engagement in ways of relating
moves theoretical analysis away from a behaviourist paradigm within the
political culture literature. According to this view, behaviour is instead
understood as an active interpretation of, and engagement in, ongoing social
life and as a meaningful action, instead of a response to any sort of stimulus
(Geertz 1973). This perspective states that people engage in social situations
and activities by interpreting a specific context to identify, interconnect, and
make meaning of their own and others’ actions. This interpretation and
interaction can involve simple actions or more complex sets of actions.
Interpretive work is embedded in all aspects of life including, for example,
highly routinised actions such as those found in bureaucratic work (Danet
1971), the flow of everyday life (Chaney 2002), and media-based practices
(Silverstone 2006). Social actors use this interpretative action to work
through, make sense of and choose various courses of action. This means
that part of an interpretative framework includes some sense of moral reasoning
alongside varying degrees of recognition for other social actors’ perspectives
and concerns in the ways they relate to each other. This moral reasoning
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enables an individual to move from knowledge to processes of acknowl-
edgement which, in a highly mediated society, occur through publicly engaged
communication. Blogs, tweets, Instagram pictures and YouTube vlogs, as
well as mainstream news and print (whether consumed online or offline) are
all part of a communication environment in which moral and ethical concerns
are raised, expressed and represented.

Social actors relate to one another publicly in contemporary society
through various types of media. As discussed in Chapter 4, the media and
communication environment comprises individuals’ mass self-communication
as well as media organisations’ mass communication strategies and pro-
gramming. The increasing civic media also interact with both of these, so are
involved in actively reworking what civic society might mean in the digital
age. Academic debate about the concept of civic media is currently led by
researchers at Massachusetts Institute of Technology’s Civic Media Lab in
the US. They define civic media as ‘any form of communication that
strengthens the social bonds within a community or creates a strong sense of
civic engagement among its residents’ (https://civic.mit.edu/about). This defi-
nition makes civic media more inclusive than previous narrow definitions
about techniques of news gathering and reporting, since it also incorporates
wider participatory activities that use a variety of new civic media techniques.
These include, for example, the use of technologies to plan and carry out
protests and acts of civil disobedience, or phone-texting systems that allow
people to vote instantly on everyday activities. Those working from a civic
media approach seek to develop digital and social media technologies for
community empowerment, which also involve the creation of curricula and
open-source frameworks for civic action. Here the focus is on how to
transform civic knowledge into civic action, which is not only considered
vital for democracy, but is in itself democratic, because it recognises and
acknowledges oneself in others. The Civic Media Lab argues that by sup-
porting people to obtain the skills they need to process, evaluate and act
upon knowledge that is in circulation, civic media can help to sustain an
environment in which the diversity of contributions are recognised and
where ways of relating are shaped by the mutual respect that is necessary for
democratic debate. They point out that some of this activity leans towards
traditional journalism, whereas other activity moves in radical new directions
(https://civic.mit.edu/about).

These diverse uses of media – personal, civic and political – express the
different dimensions of participation in the digital age. Each one is also
a distinctive aspect of the ways that people relate to each other publicly. As
discussed earlier in Chapters 4 and 5, the use of media – especially social
media – can merge personal, civic and political communication. Social media
reflect, and are embedded in, a fully rounded sense of what participation
means. By using social media, individuals, groups, communities and
networks – in all the kinds of cultural configurations that people create – can
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reconnect the personal to the public by the use of knowledge, reasoning and
emotion. In short, social media are a form of phronesis as they provide a
communication medium through which people can work out what they
want to say and how they want to engage in discussions (Teorell 2006) –
although, as noted earlier, this is not to say that social media are used in
isolation. Their networking logic and social malleability (Dittrich et al. 2014)
mean that they can connect to people and places of debate both online and
offline, and through the integration of online and offline deliberations. The
publicness of these ways of relating therefore has the specific characteristic
of being at once both personally felt and publicly expressed. Furthermore,
this publicness is networked and dynamic, since the ways that users interact
with communicative episodes and content shape its journey and life. For
example, an issue can go viral, it can be pursued by activists, or it can be
ignored. Whether issues, stories and topics are picked up on or not is, to
some degree, shaped by the interpretive work of social media users. Users
will draw on a number of resources within their own interpretive frames to
evaluate a communication, ranging from its entertainment value to its prestige,
as well as the related moral and ethical concerns. Therefore, there is a moral
dimension to the ways that people relate to each other through social media
within the wider communication environment.

This communication environment is a space that brings together a cultu-
rally created political culture with civic life and personal experiences where
people can relate to each other publicly. In contemporary society, the com-
munication environment is constituted by a range of media and social actors
(see Chapter 7). In terms of the moral aspects of relating publicly, this
environment can be understood as a mediapolis, which is ‘the mediated
public space where contemporary political life increasingly finds its place,
both at national and global levels’ (Silverstone 2006, p.31). Since this is a
public space in which different groups of people meet and interact around a
range of topics, there is a moral dimension to it in relation to who gets
heard, respect within dialogue, and the ways that people discuss and engage
with each other – in short, how they relate. Drawing on moral philosophy,
Silverstone (2006) explores moral practices in the mediapolis through the
concept of ‘proper distance’ and by addressing hospitality and responsibility
in the mediation of public and everyday life. Proper distance means the
degree of proximity required in mediated inter-relationships to create and
sustain a sense of the ‘other’ that is sufficient for reciprocity, obligation and
responsibility, as well as understanding. If proper distance is achieved in
mediated communication, it maintains a sense of the other through difference
as well as shared identity, thus proper distance is a prerequisite for – and
part of – plurality.

Silverstone argues that ‘proper distance involves imagination, under-
standing and duty of care and involves an epistemological (Arendt) and an
ontological (Levinas) commitment to finding the space to express what is
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experienced (Arendt) and essential (Levinas) in our relationships to the
other’ (Silverstone 2006, p.47). Every one of us – whether an individual
retweeting, an activist campaigning via Facebook, a blogger or a citizen
journalist – takes on some responsibility for how we relate with others,
which is tied into an ethic of hospitality. Silverstone (2006) recognises Derrida’s
notion of ethics-as-hospitality as important, because hospitality is an obligation
rather than a right. He argues that this is at the heart of our relationships
with others and is constitutive of such relations. He describes hospitality:

The capacity, indeed the expectation, of welcoming the other on one’s
space, with or without any expectation of reciprocity, is a particular and
irreducible component of what it means to be human. Hospitality is the
mark of the interface we have with the stranger … It is inscribed into the
cultures of most of the world religions as an ethic beyond the political,
an ethic of humility and generosity, which bypasses differences of power
and inequalities of wealth and status.

(Silverstone 2006, p.13)

This draws attention to the fact that there are multiple and diverse voices
within the public communication space – and potentially within the public
sphere, if it is an open one. To address difference, Silverstone (2006) identi-
fies contrapuntal moments which show that the presence of the other in time
and space is a point of reference in relation to the here, the now and the self.
He writes that such contrapuntal moments are necessary in communication
to create a genuine space for dialogue which fosters respect and hospitality
amongst people. This does not suggest that engaging in debate via contra-
puntal communication can ameliorate cultural differences or conflict, but
rather that there is an ongoing recognition and re-recognition of difference
which social actors engage with in various ways (Wessels 2008). In reality,
though, not all communication is open and hospitable to others. The ‘one-
to-many’ format of mass communication can be unequal and unjust, because
many voices are not heard (Silverstone 2006). Social media can generate
more open networks of communication, but they can also create filter bubbles
that only give space to one viewpoint or one kind of user network which
shares a particular viewpoint. Nonetheless, Silverstone identifies the point
that communication and the mediapolis are dynamically understood aspects
of political culture.

Conclusion: rethinking political culture in the dynamics of civil
society and the mediapolis

The mediapolis is significant because it affects how social actors relate to
each other, the ways that issues of ethics and morality are expressed, debated
and valued publicly, and what public points of reference are widely shared
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or paid attention to. It also provides a space in which symbols are circulated
and interpreted and then taken up into various interpretive cultures. These
cultures are both personal and public and they come into play in constituting
civic cultures within civil society. Their differing cultural configurations are
purposely created by social actors and their active engagement in social
interaction, so action creates a dynamic form of political culture.

This chapter has shown how the early, rather reductionist and individualist
notion of political culture has been extended into a more active and dynamic
sensitising concept. Drawing on an active notion of culture, as advocated by
Geertz (1973), and noting the significance of symbolic communication, ways
of relating and publicly shared reference points in civil society yields a more
dynamic concept of political culture. Furthermore, considering civil society
as a space where citizens interact to pursue their personal and political
interests moves political culture from being perceived as a top-down concept
with imposed a priori categories. Instead, the dynamics of political culture
can be observed in the ways that individuals and organisations interact and
communicate culturally and politically within their civic networks. In addi-
tion, political culture is made dynamic by the ways that social actors interact
culturally and politically in their various patterns of cultural associations.
This includes, but is not limited to, social media as a feature of the ways that
people relate to each other.

Political culture 95



Chapter 7

Contexts of civic communication
at the local, national and
global levels

Introduction

This chapter describes and discusses the way that civic participation and the
use of social media are, to some degree, context-specific. This partly relates to
the way that the kinds of issues emerging in civic discussions vary in relation
to their context and community. The characteristics of any issue and those
involved who are interested in any particular issue vary just as much as the
context. The way in which people relate to each other and the focus of their
civic concern shapes the forms of communication in particular contexts.
This means that the use of social media is, to some degree, context-specific –

just like any other form of communication. There may be general patterns in
the way that communication and communication media are used but, none-
theless, the precise character of any communication is influenced by the context
in which it is situated. Therefore, the particularity of issues, the people
engaging and participating, and the context are all brought together in specific
ways. The resulting configuration, which can also change over time, is
reflected in the ways that people organise themselves individually and in
groups to respond to issues varies at local, national and global levels, and in
the ways they use and adapt social media.

Situating the practices of social media use and civic
participation within the dynamics of lived political culture

There are a wide range of situations in which the use of social media within
political culture and civic participation come together and act in various
ways in relation to diverse issues. Although there are certain common
aspects across a range of practices, each situation is shaped by its own
unique context. Context here refers to the type of issue under question, the
characteristics of the mode of participation, the ways that the communication
is conducted, and features of the participants and the ways they organise
themselves. Furthermore, these actions and practices are also shaped to
some degree by the lived political culture in which they are enacted and, in



turn, each of these aspects has the potential to influence the dynamics of
political culture. This notion of context supports Goldfarb’s (2012) assertion
that political culture is understood through the ways in which people act in
association with each other and the meanings they ascribe to these
associations.

The contexts in which this wide range of actions take place include:

� Local activist groups and locality-based forms of community action.
� International concern about humanitarian events.
� Protests and mobilisations aimed to achieve social change.
� Global issues-based social movements.

In these types of context, engagement and participation can involve the
use of social media. However, each context may have a different approach to
using social media and may use them in different ways. Both the strategy and
practices of use vary in relation to which platforms are used, how social
media feature in a broader communication strategy, the character and scale
of participants, and the relations between online and offline activities. The
next section describes and discusses some particular cases, to illustrate each
of these types of situated activity and contexts.

Community-based networks and political culture: locally based
community groups and social media

The idea of community action has a relatively long history, but the term
‘community’ is highly debated (Somerville 2016). As Harris and McCabe
(2017b) note, the word is often interpreted broadly and is used to refer to
concepts such as community empowerment, community engagement and a
range of self-help activities. Within the context of the ‘community action’
sphere, it often refers to ‘informal groups of people, acting on a voluntary
basis, working together to solve common problems by taking action them-
selves and with others’ (Richardson 2008, p.1). This definition is extended to
include the ways that people join in and self-organise a variety of events such
as carnivals, festivals and other social gatherings (Taylor 2015). This framework
is also used in more political and politicised concepts of community mobi-
lisation that include challenging the control that elites have over knowledge
(O’Donovan 2014) and in coming together to organise collective action
(Ostrom 2015).

In their study of the ways that community action groups use social media,
Harris and McCabe observe some of the trends identified in Chapters 4 and 5.
For example, they situate the use of social media in this context within wider
social change, arguing that ‘social media reflects and may reinforce a number
of clear social trends including social diversification, an emphasis on identity,
and the assumed weakening of hierarchies’ (Harris and McCabe 2017b,
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p.12). This is part of more widespread changes towards a networked society
(Castells 2001). Given these changes, Harris and McCabe (2017b) argue that
community groups and organisations use social media within the broad and
evolving context of a networked society that is characterised, to some
degree, by mobile connectivity and networked individualism (see also Rainie
and Wellman 2012). In the context of locally based community action, this
individualised networking does not affect or undermine senses of group
allegiance and networking – in fact, social media tend to ‘reproduce forms of
traditional kinship organisation … Social media has thereby shaped new,
modern forms of tribal allegiances’, as revealed in a recent multinational
study (Miller et al. 2016, p.185).

Linked to this notion that social media span individual and group networks,
community action seeks to harness social media’s potentially transformative
power. Here, the democratising role of social media is seen to be important
for community action, particularly in terms of who has the power to set
agendas. For example, Standage writes that, ‘by making it quick and easy for
anyone to share information with others, modern social media gives ordinary
people a collective agenda-setting power’ (Standage 2013, p.239). So, if the
use of social media is understood to link individual and group networking
activities, and to enable ordinary people to set political discourse agendas,
then it must also offer some potential to create new ways of participating in
politics at the local, national and global levels. For example, blogs provide
‘new digitally enabled ways of involving people in any aspect of democratic
politics and government, not replacing but rather augmenting more traditional
participation routes’ (Bright 2015).

Although social media may offer new opportunities to support civic partici-
pation and develop a more dynamic political culture, this potential can only be
realised through the ways it is used and activated in specific contexts. Thus, in
the context of community action, the role of social media is often discussed
in terms of community engagement. Referring back to the earlier discussion
by Dahlgren (2006), Gilchrist and Taylor (2016) note that community
engagement here is different from levels of citizen control as described by
Arnstein’s (1969) model of participation. Although people can engage in a
range of ways and to varying degrees, community engagement does not
necessarily focus on producing change or enabling empowerment. Alongside
this rather general benefit of engagement focus, there is also the concern that
social media are generating passive forms of superficial engagement, such as
‘clicktivism’ and ‘slacktivism’, which may appear to show support for poli-
tical or social causes, but require very little real active and situated action,
effort or commitment (Morozov 2009; Harlow and Guo 2014; Howard
2014). However, some writers contest this point by suggesting that online
activism supports offline participation (Christensen 2011), for example, the
use of Facebook by environmental groups in Scotland (Marcus and Tidey
2015), showing how digital activism interacts with its offline mobilisation.

98 Contexts of civic communication



Some contexts of civic engagement are focused on engaging people more
actively and concentrate on achieving transformation and change. The
main areas of engagement and participation activities at the community level
include advocacy projects (Obar et al. 2012) and youth engagement work
(Wells 2014). The other areas that are considered by commentators are the
development of local online forms of storytelling (Chen et al. 2012) and the
promotion of community events (Bussu 2016). As yet, however, it is difficult
to understand fully how social media can be used in transformative ways in
community life. Popple (2015) therefore addresses the relationship between
community development and social media by asking a series of questions to
ascertain whether social media provide a genuine challenge to the core values
of community development. Instead of asking how social media are being
used, Popple (2015) raises the following questions:

� Has social media affected the way we interact in our various communities?
� Has social media produced new communities that are more meaningful

than the traditional communities that existed before?
(Popple 2015, p.4)

Popple (2015), however, takes an either/or stance which does not acknowledge
the more nuanced and variable ways that relationships have changed and the
ways they are perceived in normative terms – sometimes as better, sometimes
worse, and sometimes just different. Taylor (2015) does not take such an oppos-
ing position, arguing instead that online communication can enhance, reinforce
and broaden the geographical spread of face-to-face relationships (see also
Kavanaugh et al. 2014). Although this viewpoint draws on national and interna-
tional online movements, paying less attention to the local level, other observers
note that digital technologies including social media have ‘opened the way to new
forms of activism and campaigning’ at the local level (Gilchrist and Taylor
2016, p.16). They assert that social media are being used across a range of
relationships that intersect with and across senses of the local level. These include
examples of both individual and community engagement in larger, national-scale
issues that affect local life, for instance the way that social media were used to
organise rescue and clear-up activities in the 2014 floods in England (Miller 2015).
Social media are used to map local social activities (Marcus and Tidey 2015)
and for environmental activism at the national level in Scotland (Hemmi and
Crowther 2013) as well as in England, for example the East End Quality of Life
Community project, based in Sheffield (England) (www.sheffieldeastend.org.uk).

The use of social media at the local level is embedded within wider prac-
tices that interact with physical activities, such as community hall meetings,
and with other forms of communication, like printed leaflets and website
information. This link between social media use and situated, locality-based
work at what can be termed neighbourhood levels demonstrates the ways
that social media reinforce face-to-face networks and build bonding capital
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(Harris and Flouch 2011; Kim and Shin 2016; Xu et al. 2013). The precise
relationship between online and offline in locality-based settings, locales and
neighbourhoods varies in relation to particular places. For example, in
Wester Hailes in Edinburgh, the dynamic of digital activism is one where
online social networks are created by the social networks that already exist off-
line, so the social media networks are reflections of that community’s offline
relationships (Matthews 2016). Some areas of London reveal the opposite,
with the community being reworked anew via online neighbourhood inter-
actions that interact with offline life (Harris and Flouch 2011). One inhibiting
factor in this kind of online networking that has been identified in, for
example, the US context, is that some local people might not feel comfortable
using social media because, on the one hand, they might not be regular and
practised users of social media and, on the other hand, some people may
experience difficulties in developing community-based relations that are
developed by meeting face to face in a physical community. This may create
forms of exclusion whilst increasing inequality of access to community
activities. There are also concerns in the US context that if social media
become the only communication outlet, this would undermine the expectations
that residents have of neighbourhood communication. The current norm is
for neighbourhood communication to be face to face and held at a stable
interpersonal distance. This contrasts strongly with social media, which can
both be too intimate and simultaneously too impersonal for these neighbour-
hood environments (Johnson and Halegoua 2014). This means that social
media can be invasive, since they encourage people to disclose their personal
information into wider social networks (Wessels 2012a). Paradoxically,
this communication can also feel impersonal because it is virtual (Wessels
2010b). Some people might struggle with this aspect of social media, whereas
others are confident in developing online communities (Wessels 2010b).
These examples show that social media are interpreted and utilised in a
number of different ways, some of which are closely related to an immediate
locale, and others which address national and global issues.

To date, little research has been carried out into the use of social media by
community action groups. A recent study by Harris and McCabe (2017b) is
an exception to this. They undertook a study of two urban and two rural
neighbourhoods in England during 2015 and 2016. Their analysis reveals
that the way local community action groups use social media depends on
how they want to inform local citizens about issues, but also how they want
to mobilise people and encourage participation at the local level. One of the
overarching aspects of this usage is that they tightly integrate the use of social
media into place-based interactions and events. In working with social media
in community contexts, they learn how to negotiate their use. Through the
process of this negotiation, they are starting to learn how social media can
effectively foster engagement and participation, as well as understanding
their limitations. The issues that these organisations are grappling with

100 Contexts of civic communication



include choosing which platforms to use and in what configuration, deciding
how to communicate with a range of people using social media, and how this
communication can feed into other practices at the local level.

Harris and McCabe’s study shows that community organisations primarily
use social media to share ideas, to showcase achievements and to promote
and advertise events. This type of communication is a Web 1.0 form – using
social media to broadcast messages – known as ‘webcasting’, which is the
distribution of a media presentation of a single content source that uses
Internet-based streaming media technology. It distributes to simultaneous
listeners or viewers either live or on demand (Shiao 2012). This can include,
for example, sending out information via Facebook to an audience which
may be very large, because of the way that social media are linked and net-
worked. This observation is reinforced by the research Roche undertook in
2014, in which one of the survey respondents says:

We use social media to share information and ideas, create and continue
dialogue, respond to questions people have, offer people support, help
to promote the work of others and ourselves and flag up activities and
events … We know that what we share has been useful when people
respond to it and we know we are building relationships when there is a
conversation online.

(Roche 2014, p.6)

Although this use of social media entails sharing information, it nonetheless
extends beyond a simple producer-receiver communication model to work
in a number of ways. For instance, user groups feel that it helps them to
promote their organisation and reach out to a wider range of people. Those
working at the community level say that social media help them to build
people’s capacity to tell stories about what is happening in their local com-
munities and, in doing so, this enables them to have their voices heard
(Harris and McCabe 2017a). The way social media feature in these communities
is by supporting the development of senses of local communities and kick-
starting community-based activities (Harris and McCabe 2017a). However,
even though community organisations do gain certain benefits from using
social media, they are also aware of the need to manage some of the negative
aspects. They are particularly concerned about maintaining trust, in the
context of what is described as the ‘narcissistic side’ of social media (Harris
and McCabe 2017b, p.28) – that is, people’s use of Facebook, for instance, to
post content that may not be considered appropriate for community action.
Harris and McCabe’s (2017b) respondents reported that Facebook contains
plenty of trivia, drivel and showing off. They also felt that social media can
sometimes feel insular and claustrophobic (Harris and McCabe 2017b).

This reveals the need to be vigilant about social media use. For instance, it
is important that the individualistic and self-aggrandising aspects of social
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media are downplayed in a community context. It is also important to pay
attention to the quality and tenor of posts, and offer ways to mitigate any
that might make people feel upset or uncomfortable. An example of this is
posting a message that asks audiences to share content if they like an idea, or
just to scroll on down the webpage if they are not interested in it. Another
element of social media that worries community groups is the risk that posts
might be misinterpreted and the danger that social media can raise a lot of
suspicion and uncertainty. Bearing these concerns in mind, community
groups also note that, paradoxically, some people say that information
posted on Facebook often feels more real and tangible to them than words
on a poster or in a newsletter (Harris and McCabe 2017b). Generally, com-
munity groups report finding that people will engage with a topic or issues
most if it is posted on Facebook (Harris and McCabe 2017b). There are
exceptions to this, however, with some individuals snubbing Facebook,
especially those who disagree with its neo-liberal and individualistic ethos
(Harris and McCabe 2017b), including people living in poverty who are
unable to participate in the kinds of lifestyles often projected on Facebook,
due to financial constraints. Nonetheless, community groups believe that
there are a number of benefits to using social media, as long as these issues
are managed.

This type of communication is shaped by the platforms chosen for use, in
relation to who a community group wants to reach, and the communications
aspect of community work is understood in terms of connections, rather
than audiences. The groups do not view those they are connecting with as
being defined by social media, but instead perceive that social media connect
with people who are already involved with or interested in community life,
as well as others who may become interested and involved. The groups
Harris and McCabe studied discovered that their use of social media also
affects what can be termed an ‘invisible audience’ – individuals who find out
about a range of issues and activities without the community organisation
knowing that they have reached them. Although it is important to acknowledge
social media’s reach and instant effect, this still needs to be supported by
other types of engagement activity – so social media must be seen as just one
element in a wider conversation. For example, Harris and McCabe (2017b)
discuss a small group based in the suburbs of a city in the Midlands (UK),
which uses Facebook both to help sustain the network and support a wider
range of civic activities held at a local community centre. These include a
pensioners’ club, pre-school and family sessions, as well as drop-in sessions
around specific interests or concerns. Thus, the group’s online activity via
Facebook acts as an extension of its offline social activities, helping to enable
and sustain personal relationships (Harris and McCabe 2017b).

Social media can act as an extension of offline activities in this way
because their personal communicative feel helps to build community spirit
by enabling people to get to know one another. They also allow them to
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keep up to date about ongoing issues, since information gained at a community
event is often followed up on and shared via Facebook. Another way they
work at the local level is by enabling the organisation of local events and
other activities. They are also used to reinforce the community network
through pictures that its members post online after events such as trips and
community barbecues. This strengthens the network by sharing memories
which, in turn, reinforces the shared experience (Harris and McCabe 2017b).
Community groups are also turning to social media to bolster their fun-
draising efforts. However, social media need to be embedded in established
reliable and sympathetic connections to enable them to develop this
fundraising potential. Of course, social media might attract new members
and donors, but there needs to be a strong sense of connection amongst
their users and between the community groups and users. The groups
Harris and McCabe studied use Facebook and Twitter to connect with
different types of people. They report that Facebook is good for reaching
those people who are part of the community, whereas Twitter is more
effective for reaching stakeholders (Harris and McCabe 2017b, p.44). Face-
book and Twitter are used extensively to encourage engagement and the
groups consider them a powerful tool when used as part of a package of
wider activities. The groups also find that social media are most valuable
for building relationships: ‘it’s about building relationships and getting
something back. Not just telling people what to do’ (Harris and McCabe
2017b, p.45). They also recognise the need to be aware of the users’ cultures,
in order to effectively use social media to build relationships. For example,
they need to be utilised within a culture of mutuality within Nepalese
communities, whereas they can be used in a more individualistic way in
Polish cultural networks.

Harris and McCabe’s (2017b) research found that social media can be used
by community groups to support local civic action, when integrated with
other offline activities and digital technologies. They cite one example where
people felt excluded from planning processes and decision making in a local
regeneration programme, so activists used online and database technologies,
email, Twitter and Facebook to activate and mobilise action. These local
activists reported that they needed these linked technologies to enable them
to communicate with a large enough number of people in a ‘timely way, at a
relatively low cost and with minimal resources’ (Harris and McCabe 2017b,
p.46). This shows how, when social media are embedded in a range of offline
activities around issues that are meaningful to local people, such as regen-
eration and social inclusion, they can raise support for civic action around
issues that are both civic and political – whether from an emotional or a
reasoned standpoint. This use of digital practices and the subsequent civic
action creates a particular kind of political culture, which is both networked
and grounded in lived realities and is about community interests of which
individuals feel a part.
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Protest and political culture: rallying and expressing civic
concern and social media at national and global levels

One of the usual ways that people converge to register and express concerns
about a civic or political issue is through social movements. However, current
emerging and changing senses of political culture are bringing about two
main changes to the ways that social movements operate. First is the growth
of digitally supported new social movements and, second, the rise of specific
new forms of protest. Since the late 1990s and early 2000s, the way that
social movements are understood has changed (Wessels et al. 2017). The idea
of new social movements (Buechler 1995) and networked social movements
(Castells 2001) reveals some of the new ways in which people have begun to
organise themselves in order to address a range of political and civic issues,
outside the formal political process.

Two key arguments emerge from the literature on social movements. The
first asserts that contemporary social movements have a ‘lifeworld’ focus, in
which debate and communication serve to create a normative consensus
(Habermas 1984, 1987). ‘Lifeworld’ here refers to an individual’s internal
subjective viewpoint, which is understood in relation to an externally perceived
system (Habermas 1984, 1987). This ethos relates to the way in which economic
and political institutions are increasingly intervening in individuals’ life-
worlds, prompting reactions around such issues as people’s quality of life,
democratic participation and identity (Staggenborg 2011). Social movements
that are centred around cultural issues take a more lifeworld approach,
recognising that culture includes the symbolic dimensions of all structures,
institutions and practices (see Polletta 2004), so they are engaging with both
structural and cultural issues. The second argument is that contemporary social
movements use the flexibility of digital technology and its platforms to
organise action (Castells 2001). Because of these changes, Melucci (1996)
asserts that social movements are now characterised as being fluid networks
which can foster collective action as and when needed.

In addition to their fluidity, flexibility and focus on particular issues or
values that might be distributed across networks, ‘to understand the way
social movements are constructed requires looking at the formation and
maintenance of the cognitive frameworks and social relationships that form
the basis of collective action’ (Melucci 1988, p.331). Digital relationships are
often formed within submerged networks. These are networks that have not
yet given themselves a clear identity and made that identity visible (Wessels
et al. 2017). However, because these submerged networks are in early stages
of development, they facilitate the growth of shared interests and the shaping
of identification with specific issues. Through these kinds of interactions,
activists generate new cultural models and symbolic challenges (Mueller
1994, pp.247–248). The dynamics of this type of activity involve the way in
which the various participants’ perceptions, beliefs and emotions in relation
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to a cause are aligned with their personal values (Staggenborg 2011) around
developing engagement and mobilisation. One of the emerging features of
this dynamic is that the development and framing of an issue involve inter-
action and mobilisation which tend to occur through specific episodes of
contention. One key aspect of these episodes of contention is the way in
which protest emerges and bursts out into the public sphere in commu-
nicative ways and in the public domain as sets of situated activities and
actions. The more dynamic the interplay and interconnection is within and
amongst social movements and various activists, the more citizens and non-
citizens become recognised as being part of a particular movement or as
engaging with a particular issue (Goldstone 2002).

One core area of development in this context is the focus on events
(Oliver et al. 2003), which often form an element of diverse social movements.
Although there are debates about how to define events, they are generally
understood to encompass different types and sizes of activities, as well as
causing varying levels of disruption. This focus on events helps researchers
to analyse the ways in which action mobilisations decline and fail, or emerge
and succeed. There is variation in the ways that events feature in political
culture at particular historical moments – for example, there was a national
‘protest rhythmology’ in France during the 1980s (Fillieule 1998), and similar
patterns in the US during the 1990s (Oliver and Myers 1999). In post-com-
munist countries such as the Slovak Republic, Slovenia and Hungary, political
protest has been central to processes of regime change and the consolidation
of new systems. The main forms of protest there include marches, rallies
and strikes (Szabo 1996). In these post-communist contexts, new democ-
racies have had to accept protest as an integral part of a more open society,
and a pursuit that operates alongside other institutions of representation.
Any such national protest also takes place within the global context of lib-
eral economic reforms. Examples of this include events protesting against
economic reforms in countries that are forced to renegotiate their foreign
debt obligations with the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank,
and other international actors such as the US and Europe (for background
to the wider debate, see for example Walton and Seddon 1994). Social media
are now a key aspect of organising these kinds of protests, at both the
national and international levels.

An early example of social media being used to organise social protest is
evident in the London riots of 2011, which were part of a wider set of pro-
tests across several cities in the UK and, thus, were of national significance.
Although this was not a typical form of social movement event, it illustrates
one situation when social frustration erupted outside formal political pro-
cesses. Research by Paul Lewis and his team reveals that those involved did
not consider themselves to be participating in riots, but in acts of social
protest (Lewis et al. 2011, p.24). The overriding feeling underpinning these
protests was a sense of an injustice that was based on inequalities. Many
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people were concerned about their own economic situation – such as the
lack of a job, lack of money or lack of opportunity (Lewis et al. 2011).
Another set of concerns was more social, such as feeling a lack of status and
social honour. Above all, though, was the perception of inequality and
injustice, and a feeling of alienation from mainstream society. The protestors
believed that nobody cared about them or their situation, and that they
would only be listened to if they created a big enough disturbance that those
in power were forced to pay attention to them.

A distinguishing feature of this incident of protest was the use of social
media and mobile phones. Most media commentators and reporters were
quick to note that Twitter, Facebook and BlackBerry Messenger (BBM) were
key factors in organising the protest. However, Lewis et al.’s (2011) study
provides a more detailed analysis of the ways that mobile phones and social
media featured in the action. Their research shows that just a few hours after
the first disturbance, text messages on BlackBerry mobile phones pinged
across north London. These were largely sent through the BBM network, in
which users exchanged PINs so that they could share messages rapidly and
as frequently as they liked. Although texting is now part of everyday life, it
was during this protest that the efficiency and security of an online commu-
nication network became apparent. For those who took part in the protests,
BBM was much more useful than Facebook or Twitter, as it offered a quick
and easy way to share real-time information about things like safe routes
home and where the police were situated.

Twitter played a different role, being used to encourage people to partici-
pate in the protest. There is evidence that tweets were used to trigger action,
such as ‘GoLondonriotsGo!’ and ‘eat me Scotlandyard’. However, the over-
whelming response to these kinds of tweets was negative, with responses to
those that incited action such as: ‘someone has just posted Go on [H]ackney.
Can we have them arrested please’ (Lewis et al. 2011, p.32). Other Twitter
users forwarded those user details to police Twitter feeds. In some ways,
therefore, those communicating on social media were self-policing and their
responses reflected the complexity of the situation. In this instance, some
people felt so angered and alienated that they believed their only course of
action was to create disruption, whereas others did not condone this type of
inflammatory action. Whatever the complexity of the situation, it is apparent
that Twitter was used in civic terms after the event (Lewis et al. 2011) – for
instance, it was widely used to mobilise people to help clean up the area
after the event. Even just working on the ‘evidence base of tweets that were
reposted over 1,000 times, it is clear the clean-up mobilisation reached more
than 7 million Twitter users – far in excess of any incitement tweets’ (Lewis
et al. 2011, p.33).

This research into the London riots is one of the first to really examine
the use of social media and mobile communication in detail. Their analysis
shows that whilst attention needs to be paid to the way social media feature
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in protest, it is also important to locate social media within the wider civic
culture. This reveals that a simply media-centric approach is reductive,
because it overlooks the specific social relations within civic culture in rela-
tion to the dynamics of the wider political context, which also shape the
action. Likewise, that action and the interpretation of the situation shape the
ways that social media are utilised. Thus, just as the local community groups
understood that they had to use certain social media platforms in particular
ways to connect and develop conversations, so those in the city environment
used a specific form of social media to respond to an event.

The way that the relations between a particular civic and political culture
shape the use of social media can also be seen in the context of new social
movements which are operating at both the national and global levels.
Examples of this include the Occupy movement (Castells 2015), Anonymous
(Fuchs 2013), the protests in Maidan Square, Kiev (Kurkov et al. 2014), in
Gezi, Istanbul (Smith et al. 2015; Haciyakupoglu and Zhang 2015), as well as
the Arab Spring (Alaimo 2015), the Libyan crisis (Morris 2014) and the
Umbrella movement in Hong Kong (Lee et al. 2017).

The dynamics of these types of movements can be seen in 15-M, also
known as the Indignados movement, which was active in Spain during 2011
and 2012. This group mainly focused on economic and political issues such
as high unemployment, welfare cuts and a poorly performing representa-
tive democracy. The protest began with demonstrations in several areas of
Madrid on 15 May 2011, a week before regional elections in Spain. The
next day, protesters camped out in the main squares of other Spanish
cities, and this protest continued until 2012. This was a heterogeneous
movement made up of a diverse range of individuals and groups who came
together because of their shared frustration with Spain’s economic and
social crisis.

15-M convened and developed a presence using a combination of online
and offline communication. The movement was first established online, then
protest moved from online discussions into the physical spaces of the camps
in city squares. The protestors drew on their knowledge gained by developing
e-social movements, which are defined by the use of digital technology as a
crucial tool for mobilising citizens (Garcia-Jimenez et al. 2014). This states
that digital technology can help movements to expand their communication
capacity – both in terms of creating their own alternative media, and in using
social media to reach out and spread their message. The networking logic of
digital communication (Castells 2001, 2009) is taken up and used within the
social organisation activities of new social and e-social movements. In the case
of 15-M, digital communication’s decentralised, open and flat structure was
used alongside organising a movement that had a horizontal hierarchy, was
leaderless, spontaneous and flexible (Castells 2009). This dynamic is typical
of e-social movements, since they are decentralised, non-hierarchical and
networked, which allows new movements to counter some of the fears that
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exist around them becoming autocracies, whilst also making them more
adaptable (Atkinson 2010).

A key feature that has emerged out of these changes is the way that digital
and social media support ‘resistance performance’ (Atkinson 2010), by facil-
itating the development of alternative media. Resistance performance refers
to an historical time when the amount of alternative activities increases sig-
nificantly. These types of alternative media communicate critical perspectives
that can support people in resisting normative or hegemonic perspectives.
As Atkinson writes, ‘[t]he power conceptualization we find in alternative
media lead to build and reinforce points of view in favor of social justice’
(Atkinson 2010, p.34). This means that the growth of alternative media which
combine to produce a resistance performance period supports the possibility
of democratising access to production, distribution and sharing of informa-
tion. This in turn opens up the communicative space to more people who can
engage and participate in the communication. Scolari argues that this also
fosters an increase in ‘the processes of exchange, production and symbolic
consumption developed in a context with several users, media and languages
technologically interconnected in a reticular way’ (Scolari 2008, p.114).

The way that digital and social media allow people to self-publish and
communicate enables social movement participants to voice their own con-
cerns and express alternative interpretations of an issue. This has the poten-
tial to democratise symbolic communication (c.f. Thompson 1995; also see
Chapter 4 in this book), because ordinary people and activists are able both
to shape a discourse and self-represent themselves. This contrasts with
mainstream media, where public service broadcasters and commercial media
companies have the power to form and shape discourse. The use of social
and digital media therefore helps movements to create alternative debates, to
raise awareness about specific issues, and to engage in the negotiation of
symbolic power in the civic and political spheres. This takes place within an
extended sense of a public sphere, in which social media are used to high-
light civic and political concerns via their own platforms, as well as seeking
to influence mainstream media messages (Candon 2012). Thus, one of the
key factors that social media add to civic and political debate is the way that
they can be used symbolically in those debates.

15-M used Facebook to communicate and develop discourse in its sym-
bolic struggle for expression, representation and voice, via the following
official Facebook sites:

� 15-M Movement – www.facebook.com/Mov15M
� Spanish Revolution – www.facebook.com/SpanishRevolution
� Democracia Real Ya (Real Democracy Now) – http://facebook.com/dem

ocraciarealya
� Juventud Sin Futuro (Youth Without a Future) – http://facebook.com/

juventudsinfuturo
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� Acampada en Sol (Encampment in the Sun) – http://facebook.com/
acampadaensol

Garcia-Jimenez, Zamora-Medina and Martinez-Fernandez’s (2014) study
shows how the movement sought to express itself in symbolic terms, and
how that symbolic work – its representation – changed over the protest’s
lifetime. Initially, photographs were used to gain national and international
recognition, which were combined with messages on Facebook asking
people to participate. Expressions such as ‘take to the street’ and ‘don’t just
look at us: join us’ (Garcia-Jimenez et al. 2014, p.2553) are examples of the
types of calls made to encourage people to join in. As the protest continued,
the movement published pictures of police abuse on Facebook which helped to
counter both dominant mainstream media coverage of the action and any
under-reporting of police mistreatment. As the movement became more
organised and coordinated, it started to use increased audio-visual content to
gain support and symbolically express the point that this was a peaceful
protest. It also used social media to provide information about how people
could join in with specific protests, using smartphones to send messages
before and during particular events. As in the London riots discussed above,
a significant amount of civic conversation in relation to the protest took
place on Twitter. The most frequently used hashtag was #M12M15. Garcia-
Jimenez et al.’s (2014) analysis shows that 79% of people tweeting about the
movement did not belong to it, so their tweets reveal how the protest made
significant headway in terms of symbolic power – having gained support for,
and understanding of, its aims and ethos.

People connected with ‘Occupy Wall Street’ as part of the Occupy
movement used social media sites such as Tumblr and reddit to engage with
developments, to share information, and to participate in the movement’s
activities. Occupy Wall Street emerged as a protest against a range of per-
ceived injustices, such as inequality, corporate influence over politics and
unregulated business practices (Milner 2013). As in the case of 15-M,
Occupy Wall Street’s communication dynamics changed over time. At the
beginning, grassroots activists used Twitter and YouTube to disseminate
information about the movement. In the ongoing protest actions, the social
and participatory media remained important for communicating both
within the movement and beyond it, to a wider public sphere. The Occupy
Wall Street movement used various forms of digital media, including social
media, in similar ways to the local community groups discussed earlier, in
relation to ‘interpersonal ties and existing alliances’ (Milner 2013, p.2358).
Overall, social media were used for a mix of communications, including
offline communication, analogue, posters and print-based media, low-tech
media production and cutting-edge technology – which are often used in
what is termed ‘transmedia mobilisation’ (Costanza-Chock 2012, p.378).
The main forms of social media used by Occupy Wall Street were hashtags
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on Twitter, sureddits on reddit, tumblogs on Tumblr and videos on
YouTube.

One element of social media in the symbolic struggle of representation is
the way that Internet memes are used by protest and social movements.
These are defined as ‘units of popular culture that are circulated, imitated,
and transformed by Internet users, creating a shared cultural experience’
(Shifman 2013, p.367; also see Chapter 6). As Milner observes, memes are
‘multimodal symbolic artefacts’ (Milner 2013, p.2359) in mediated public
discourse, which play a role in ‘panmediated knots’ (ibid.). Panmediated
knots refer to the way in which existing and emerging forms of activism
become interlinked through reworking, remixing and ‘mashing-up’ (Bolin
2005) media content to produce new forms of mediation. In this way, media
content can work as a ‘decentred knot’ of engagement which expresses a
plurality of coexistence and interaction (DeLuca et al. 2012). The Occupy
Wall Street movement used a range of content and media forms, including:

� Common phrases like ‘We are the 99%’ and ‘This is what democracy
looks like’.

� Videos that were edited, annotated and re-edited to include footage of
assemblies, marches or police responses to protests.

� Grassroots media artefacts that were captured and uploaded, such as
cardboard protest signs or subversive street art.

(Milner 2013, p.2359)

Milner (2013) argues that image memes, which he describes as ‘small still-
picture and animated GIF files’ were particularly prolific in this movement,
in public discussions on reddit and Tumblr. The image memes on these sites
worked through satirical humour that was then picked up on in wider public
commentary. The strength of image memes is that they can be produced
quickly, then shared easily and rapidly. This makes them a useful way to
respond instantly and flexibly to a range of public events and occurrences.
At the height of the Occupy Wall Street movement, image memes were
vital in fostering discussions about its social and political dimensions.
However, there is some concern about the way that memes comprise a
populist expression of a diverse range of public concerns, since it is
important to note that there is no direct and straightforward translation of
populism into social media. Burgess (2007) makes an insightful observation
in relation to this, finding what he calls a ‘vernacular creativity’ in YouTube
videos, in trending Twitter topics and in memes. Here, as discussed in
Chapters 2 and 3, everyday popular culture and civic and political concerns
are all brought together in ways that arise from the experiences of civic and
political culture. Both can act in relation to each other in the ongoing work
of phronesis, through which people seek to understand, engage and participate
in social life.
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Thus, the use of social media at both national and international levels is
shaped by the context in which it is being utilised. Protest movements’ usage
is embedded within the surrounding social relations and in relation to wider
public discourse and the general public. Social media are used to organise
and mobilise people and activities, but they are also used for symbolic
communication. As the needs of a protest movement evolve over time, its
communication activities and use of social media also alter.

Characteristics of the forms and content of civic
communication at local, national and global levels

People are finding new ways to organise social movements and protests, and
these have been understood as constituting new social movements – sometimes
called e-social movements (Bohdanova 2014) – which use digital networks
and forms of communication to interact and to organise a range of activities.
Changes in the ways that people engage with and in community action are
also evident at the local community level, where these groups also use digital
and social media to communicate and organise themselves. National and
international protest movements are networked, have flat hierarchical struc-
tures and work without any need for individualistic (charismatic) leadership
(Theocharis et al. 2015; Theocharis 2013). Community groups are also net-
worked and have open and participatory working structures (Harris and
McCabe 2017b). The communication and communicative networks of
national- and international-level protests are supported by and, sometimes,
replicated through the use of social media, and both the message and the action
can spread rapidly and widely. This is less apparent at the local community
group level. Although these groups are agile and often work across a number
of places in their locality and communicate with diverse interest groups within
and outside their area, they are nonetheless more place-focused and have
smaller networks to draw on. The communication across all three levels –

local, national and international – is based on a configuration of different
types of media and various types of social networks and relations. The pre-
cise character of this configuration depends on the context that the activity is
taking place in, while the malleability of digital technology (Wessels 2014)
means that social media can be adapted to fit any particular situation.

A wide range of social media platforms are used for civic communication
at all levels, including Twitter, Facebook, Tumblr and YouTube, and their
content varies from a 140-character tweet to videos and image memes.
These memes play a distinctive role within protest movements, reflecting a
more general feature of new social movements – that communication in
these contexts is highly visual (Poell 2014). When social media are used as
part of a wider conversation at the local, national or international levels, it
can support and sustain protests or causes over time. This may vary in
relation to each specific context, but social media link to a variety of other
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online and offline actions that help to maintain support, enthusiasm and
momentum (Kurkov et al. 2014).

This chapter has argued that social media feature in a range of social
actions seeking to raise, express and react to particular issues and concerns.
The action taken – whether by community groups, protesters or social
movements – is not only shaped by those involved and their social relations,
but also involves interactions with other civic actors. Together, these net-
works are actively engaging with social and civic issues and, thereby, crafting
a lived political culture. This culture may not be directly communicating
with formal political organisations or the mainstream media, but it is the
public space where the issues of the day are encountered and confronted.
Roberts reinforces this idea by arguing that new media (including social
media) can help ‘to empower those who privately hold oppositional views to
a government regime and then translate these into public expressions of
opposition’ (Roberts 2014, p.159). However, as Bohdanova observes, social
media are only one tool in civic and political action, and even when
embedded in new social movements such as e-social movements, it does not
guarantee that any action will be successful in achieving political or social
change. Thus, although protests, local campaigns and even revolutions can
be ‘live-streamed, tweeted and posted on Facebook’ (Bohdanova 2014,
p.136), this does not mean that the issues in question will be addressed or
overcome. So, even though social and civic groups are using social media to
help raise their concerns, these digitally networked organisational and com-
munication forms may lack ability to enact actual political change. Wells
argues that even though socially networked community-based and social
movement-based actions are relatively agile and strong in symbolic terms,
there are still ‘limits to non-hierarchical, non-institutional mobilisation’
(Wells 2014, p.211). These dynamics are being felt at the community level as
well as in the social movement arena because these emerging new networks
may find themselves affected by the same challenges as many traditional civic
and social organisations, which struggle to find the right balance between
managing their reputation, controlling their image and sharing their message.

Conclusion

The characteristics of the forms and content of civic communication at local,
national and international levels are predominantly issue-based, whereby
individuals, civic community groups and various types of protest movements
seek to express concern and mobilise action around a specific topic. Indivi-
duals and networks act to identify an issue, then shape the use of social
media to stimulate awareness, influence opinion and elicit action. This com-
munication may, or may not, link to political and civic institutions and,
where there is a link, the character of the communication can vary. In addi-
tion, the context around a civic issue is important in shaping the networks
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and characteristics of the communication, and the form of social media tools
themselves also influences what can be communicated and how. This does
not mean that social media determine the communication, however, because
actors in civil society and institutions in the public sphere both actively
shape their own communication strategies in order to voice their concerns,
and use a range of social media platforms and content to enhance these
efforts. This type of communication and activity-expressed concerns within a
lived political culture are realised through a range of connections and nodes.
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Chapter 8

Contexts of civic communication
Campaigning, citizen journalism and general
social media use in civic life

Introduction

This chapter extends the discussion in Chapter 7 by considering other types
of social action taking place within the civic sphere and the role that social
media play in those. The argument made in this chapter also supports the
claim that civic participation and the use of social media are both, to some
degree, context specific. The kinds of issues that are raised through civic
discussions vary in relation to their contexts and communities. This is
reflected in the ways that particular community, protest, social movement
and other types of civic action coordinate their communication. Political
culture in contemporary society involves online campaigning networks, par-
ticipatory journalism and non-governmental organisations’ (NGOs) work,
alongside other, more general types of civic participation, including the use
of social media. As shown in Chapter 7, the contexts and social relations
around these types of participation also shape how social media are used.
This chapter discusses online campaigning, participatory journalism, and the
ways that people use social media to engage in civic life.

Campaigning and the use of social media

Campaigning is a well-established element of political culture that is
undertaken by political parties, NGOs and voluntary and community
groups, as well as special interest groups. Online campaigning networks
have emerged in the digital age. These are usually bottom-up citizen networks
that have a staff team of some sort to help coordinate their campaigns – for
instance:

� 38 Degrees – https://home.38degrees.org.uk

A British not-for-profit political activism organisation.

� MoveOn – https://front.moveon.org

https://home.38degrees.org.uk
https://front.moveon.org


An American progressive public policy advocacy group and political
action committee.

� GetUP! – www.getup.org.au

An independent movement seeking to build a progressive Australia by
facilitating participation in democratic activity.

� Avaaz – https://secure.avaaz.org/page/en/

A campaigning community that seeks to bring people-powered politics to
decision making at the global level.

� SumofUS – www.sumofus.org

A community of people from around the world who are committed to
curbing the growing power of corporations.

These examples are all based within a non-governmental and non-party-
political context, and illustrate the ways in which digital media are introducing
a new, community-based model of ‘citizen-initiated campaigning’ (CIC). This
use of digital media and grassroots citizen action is challenging the dominant
professionalised model of campaign management, by devolving power over
core tasks to ordinary people (Gibson 2013). These groups focus on a range
of issues that citizens are concerned about and believe need to be resolved.
Political parties also use CIC – for instance, Barack Obama’s 2008 US
presidential election campaign was one of the first to use social media
extensively, and to utilise crowdfunding platforms to raise money in support
of it. However, the rise of Internet-enabled citizens’ movements is indicative
of new forms of engagement and participation in issue-based politics that
link civic concerns with political action.

38 Degrees is one example of a citizen-driven online campaigning network.
It was launched in May 2009 with the intention of meeting the needs of
people who are interested in politics but do not want to engage in party-
political activity (Hadley 2011). It claims that its membership numbered over
2.5 million people in 2017 (www.38degrees.org.uk/pages/members/), and it
views itself as a progressive campaigning community. It enables UK citizens
to take action on issues by providing them with easy ways to engage and
participate, using digital tools and communication. There is no formal
membership; rather, membership takes the form of a list of subscribers. 38
Degrees campaigns on a diverse range of issues in areas such as health, politics,
community, environment and planning. Within these main themes, they run
individual campaigns, for instance lobbying to re-open community clubs,
demanding deportations to cease, calling for mobile phone apps promoting
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bullying to be banned, and supporting education facilities for children with
additional needs. Their campaigns are very specific, usually focusing on a
particular issue that is based in a named community in a certain place. 38
Degrees uses digital technology as a tool for their campaigning. As described
in the previous chapter, the potential of social media is achieved through the
social relations in which they are embedded. Although the relations that 38
Degrees work within vary in scope and reach, they always centre around a
well-defined, concrete issue. The clarity of the issue in question provides a
focus for communication and eases the use of social media for that com-
munication and any related campaigning activity. Therefore, alongside their
online campaigning and e-petitioning work, members of 38 Degrees are
encouraged to write to their member of Parliament (MP) and other people in
powerful positions, as well as participating in consultation processes (Hadley
2011, p.16).

The network’s ethos is that it is driven by its supporters, who undertake
the campaigning activity. 38 Degrees uses a participatory methodology,
whereby subscribers devise suggestions for announcements and discuss ideas
on an online blog, then campaign using Facebook and Twitter. One of the
network’s main aims is to engage people in this kind of civic and political
participation. Like the community groups and social movements discussed
in the previous chapter, 38 Degrees recognises that the quality of a campaign
group’s relations is vital for engaging people. The campaign director’s view
(cited in Hadley 2011, p.16) is that mobilising on a mass scale requires
directly involving the people you want to participate. She notes the role that
social media play in this respect, since they help to involve people in a more
direct and individual way than mass broadcast media such as television.
Moreover, the campaign director argues that social media are giving people
the opportunity to ‘reintegrate our political life with other areas of our lives’
(Hannah Lownsbrough, in Hadley 2011, p.16). So, 38 Degrees’ campaign
team considers social media helpful for connecting the personal with the
public, the rational with the emotional, and the everyday with the political.
Thus, it is actually bringing politics back into everyday social life in ways
that counter some of the artificial boundaries that had previously arisen
around understandings of politics, as discussed in Chapter 2.

To contextualise the work of social media within organisations such as 38
Degrees, there is a need to understand its forms of social relations. One of
the characteristics of these types of organisation is that they are hybrid
(Bennett and Segerberg 2013; Margetts et al. 2015) – integrating social media
platforms with networks of participants. Recent research and scholarly ana-
lysis have argued that hybridity is a key feature of contemporary political
activism, including organisational hybridity (Chadwick and Dennis 2017).
This asserts that the capacity and capability of social media (and digital
media more generally) to enable personalised, networked and interactive
communication are combining with the social trends of personalisation,

116 Campaigning, citizen journalism and social media



political consumerism and post-materialist lifestyle politics to create a new
political model, called a hybrid mobilisation movement (Chadwick 2007).
Campaigning movements such as 38 Degrees and the other networks men-
tioned above are examples of this type of organisation, which are employing
digital technologies – including social media – to reconfigure the spatial and
temporal character of political life. They use, mix and modify the existing
communication and advocacy repertoires that are typically associated with
parties, interest groups and social movements, through social media. They
utilise digital and social media to be able to adapt quickly to external changes
in spatial, temporal and institutional terms. They also switch nimbly between
online and offline action, shifting easily from one campaign to another and
moving seamlessly between those strategies that are focused on powerful
elites and others that centre on their own members.

A defining feature of these organisations is that their infrastructure is
primarily digital, which allows them to be more adaptable and responsive
than those built on strict hierarchies (Bimber et al. 2012). They work in a
networked way (Castells 2001) and their relations comprise ‘loose affiliations
of digitally connected individuals’ (Chadwick and Dennis 2017, p.44). The
structural dynamic of these networked organisations facilitated by digital and
social media is that a set of individuals come together digitally over a parti-
cular issue at a certain time, and this interaction may, or may not, involve
offline action as well. Once an issue has been raised and the campaign has
run its course, that network of people disperses. This flexible and dynamic
action and interaction can arise and recede in any number of ways and in
relation to a range of issues. However, as noted in the previous chapter,
digital and social media interact with a number of other communications
media and a range of organisations, participants and the general citizenry.
Chadwick and Dennis (2017) perceive this relationship between different
media through the concept of ‘media-systemic hybridity’. In their study of
38 Degrees, they show that various usages of digital media – including social
media – interact and coexist with attempts to gain professional news media
presence and coverage. Furthermore, they point out that social media con-
tent, such as comments on Facebook and Twitter, works in relation to other
digital media in seeking to gain widespread media interest and developing
mainstream media stories or reports.

This combination of organisational and media hybridity has created a new
form of political communication, as Chadwick and Dennis (2017) maintain:
‘political communication now occurs in a hybrid media system built upon
interactions between older and newer media logics’ (Chadwick and Dennis
2017, p.45). ‘Media logics’ here refer to ‘bundles of technologies, genres,
norms, behaviours and organisational forms – in the reflexively connected
fields of media and politics’ (Chadwick 2013, p.4). Chadwick pursues this
idea by arguing that the actors in this system are ‘articulated’ – that is, they
construct their own place and orientation – within the dynamics of a
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complex network of evolving and changing relationships. These articulations
are shaped through power, including the ways that certain dimensions of
power adapt to, and align with, interdependencies in the concentration and
diffusion of power. Within this fluid environment, actors play with infor-
mation flows – creating, tapping or steering them for their own ends. In
other words, actors use information and communication to suit the purpose
at hand by creating and/or modifying information. These types of strategies
include actors then manipulating the levels of agency held by other actors
in that situation, as well as both traditional and digital media (Chadwick
2013, p.4).

This argument is clearly illustrated by an analysis of one of 38 Degrees’
campaigns. A study of the ‘Big Tax Turnoff’ campaign between 17 April and
late May 2013 showed how the mainstream press picked up on a point that
was made in a meeting of the House of Commons Energy and Climate
Change Select Committee. A representative from a large energy company
was asked how much corporation tax the company had paid over a certain
period, and he replied that it had not paid any tax in the three years stated.
Journalists immediately shared this response via Twitter. The following day,
38 Degrees set up a national citizens’ campaign, and The Sun, one of the
UK’s most-read newspapers, also reported it. Articles in other national press
then generated extra interest for the staff employed at 38 Degrees’ central
office. This team sought to strengthen their campaign and capitalise upon the
interest triggered by press stories by providing reporters with public opinion
data they had gathered from online surveys and by analysing emails and
social media content, especially from Facebook.

Social media feature in this type of campaigning because they are posi-
tioned as a communication and networking tool within the social relations
of campaigning. Their technological design, malleability, interactivity and net-
working characteristics all mean that they can quickly and easily be adapted to
meet the needs of any particular campaign. However, their potential and
purpose can only be realised through the social relations of a campaign. In
this case, the relations were amongst driven citizen supporters of 38 Degrees,
the mainstream media and 38 Degrees’ paid staff. Social media played a
variety of roles and their flows of communication were shaped in relation to
this campaign’s specific requirements. This is shown by the way that journalists
used Twitter to instantly publish newsworthy comment, and how the online
campaigning network picked that up and mobilised support through social
media, which interacted with the way the mainstream press were reporting it.
All of this was further supported by collecting and analysing data from
social media (as well as other sources) to strengthen the campaign. This
example shows how social media feature in the ways that new forms of
political culture are emerging, made up of diverse and changing configura-
tions of citizens, participants, networked NGOs and the mainstream media.
Here, civic concern and engagement are expressed and enacted through the
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integration of social media communication and campaigning alliances.
Together, these create a civic event within the flow of contemporary political
culture.

Traditional and participatory journalism and social media

Journalism’s role is located within the Fourth Estate, and it is a key aspect of
political culture in Western societies. Both broadcast and print media have
been forced to react to the production and editorial changes brought about
by the digital revolution (Wessels 2010b). Some general changes to the media
environment are shaping the remit and processes of journalism, as well as
the relationships between readers, audiences and journalists. In overall
terms, the rise of digital technologies in newsrooms and in general public use
has affected relations between the production and consumption of regional
and local press, along with national and global media. New digital technologies
and services such as smartphones and social media present a threat to
national and local newspapers because they give individuals and commu-
nities access to a variety of news and opinion websites, as well as social media
news items and blogs (www.journalism.org/2016/05/26/news-use-across-socia
l-media-platforms-2016/). A further challenge is that digital technologies –

including the use of social media – facilitate the expansion of citizen or
participatory journalism. Although this is different from community, public
or civic journalism, each of these types of journalism features in civic life
and political culture.

In general terms, community journalism is defined by its focus on news
that is oriented around local communities and is based on events and inter-
ests relevant to individual city neighbourhoods, suburbs, small towns and
villages. Community journalists are not amateurs – many are professionally
trained reporters and editors, while others have completed training to
become community journalists. Some specialised community journalism
training programmes have recently become available at established under-
graduate and graduate institutes. Community journalism is one element of
mainstream journalism, which is mainly enacted in local and regional press.
It is distinctive from civic journalism, although the culture of community
journalism aligns strongly with notions of civic journalism, and many com-
munity newspapers have a civic journalism ethos. Civic or public journalism
(the terms are used interchangeably) seeks to integrate the practice of journalism
and the role of journalism as an institutional actor in social life around
democratic processes. It operates from the standpoint that journalism needs
to go beyond its primary role of informing citizens about public issues, to
find ways of engaging people more directly, in order to encourage and
increase public debate. This intends to change the position of its readers from
being spectators of political and social processes, to place them in a more
participatory situation instead. Civic journalism – whether as a philosophy, a
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practice or, indeed, both – treats its readers, community members and citizens
in general as participants.

The idea of public journalism is valuable for thinking about how to
understand participation, democracy and political culture. A debate between
Walter Lippman and John Dewey in the 1920s raised issues about the role of
journalism in democratic societies and within democratic processes, which is
particularly relevant here. Lippmann’s (1922) viewpoint is that a journalist’s
role is to record and directly report policy and other issues that affect the
public. In contrast, Dewey’s (1927, 1939b) view asserts that journalists
should actively engage with the public and should critically examine govern-
ment information, commercial sector practices and a range of other issues
that are in the public interest. Alongside this careful analysis and reportage,
journalists (or, more probably, editors) should clearly state their own stance
on the issues under review. In arguing for this kind of public or civic
journalism, Dewey was building on an idea that effective democracy entails
conversation and debate, and that journalism is an important actor in any
such discussions.

Jay Rosen and Davis Merritt (1994) pursue this early idea about the role of
journalism in democracy. The main thrust of what is, in effect, a manifesto,
is that public journalism locates a journalist ‘within the political community
as a responsible member with a full stake in public life’ (Rosen and Merritt
1994, p.34). This is a specific and distinctive role that differentiates a journalist
from political actors, interest groups and citizens. According to this model,
journalists must take a critical position on a range of public issues and
uphold their responsibility to engage members of the public in an informed
way. This requires maintaining both a sufficient degree of distance to have a
critical stance on an issue, whilst remaining close enough to gain an under-
standing of how the issue affects different stakeholders. This tension means
that a journalist will occasionally need to declare a personal interest or point
of view on an issue or debate. To summarise, Rosen and Merritt (1994)
define public journalism as a practice that:

� Addresses people as citizens and potential participants in public affairs,
rather than victims or spectators.

� Helps the political community to act upon, rather than just learn about,
its problems.

� Improves the climate of public discussion, rather than simply watching
it deteriorate.

� Helps make public life work well, so that it claims our attention.
� Speaks honestly about what journalism’s civic values are, what its pre-

ferred view of politics is and how it enacts its role as a public actor.

This debate about the role of public journalism shows how journalism is
part of political culture. In a democracy, the role of journalism extends
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further than this and beyond the work of community journalism as well.
The media provide information and opinions, including political commu-
nication in their role as the Fourth Estate, which helps to hold governments
to account. This raises the question of how participative journalism actually
is and whether a more participative journalism supports a more pluralist
public sphere within the dynamics of political culture.

One recent development in this area is citizen journalism – journalism that
is driven by members of the public who identify particular news stories
themselves. In this type of journalism, citizens collect news and information,
analyse, report and publish it. As Radsch (2013) points out, there can be
both an activist and an alternative news agenda in citizen journalism, as it
tends to function outside mainstream media institutions. It is often a
response to what some perceive as the limitations of mainstream profes-
sional journalism, which is generally guided by strong editorial policy about
what counts as news and how new stories should be reported on. Citizen
journalism represents a form of role reversal, since ordinary people who are
usually positioned as the audience become news producers by using various
communication tools to share information with others (Rosen 2008). The
term ‘citizen journalism’ contains certain connotations: the word ‘citizen’
implies an inherent commitment to civic-mindedness and social responsibility;
and ‘journalism’ seeks to recognise the work of the profession. There is a
close alignment between this form of journalism and digital and social
media, because citizen journalism is primarily online and digital and its
reporters can be considered amateurs since they do not need to have trained
as journalists and they are not employed by a public service broadcaster or a
privately owned media company.

Citizen journalism draws on ideas about citizen media and user-generated
content, highlighting the link between the practice of journalism and its
relation to the political and public spheres (Radsch 2013). The design and
capability of digital technology is a significant aspect of citizen journalism
because services such as social networking sites, media-sharing sites and a
number of social media platforms enable ordinary people to publish and
share information, opinions and analysis. The high level of mobile phone
ownership is another important technological aspect, giving people access to
the Web, a range of data, and other people across the globe. This wide-scale
development and use of social media platforms means that ordinary people
frequently report breaking news more rapidly than traditional media outlets.
This happened, for instance, in the 2010 Haiti earthquake, the Arab Spring,
the Occupy Wall Street movement, the 2013 protests in Turkey, the
Euromaidan events in Ukraine and the 2014 Ferguson unrest. Although
technology has enabled this type of activity, it has needed to be modified in
order to facilitate citizen journalism. Technology providers have adapted it
by introducing open publishing, collaborative editing and distributed
content (Flew 2005), which allow people to create, augment or correct
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information – either individually or in collaboration with others. So, for
example, people can write about local council meetings on blogs on online
forums. They can check the facts reported in the mainstream media and
challenge any errors or bias through social media or blogs. People can also
take digital photos of what they deem to be newsworthy events and post them
on platforms like Instagram, or as videos on YouTube. Lasica (2003) identifies
the following types of media as being particularly useful for citizen journalism:

� Audience participation, such as user comments attached to news stories,
personal blogs, photographs or video footage captured from mobile
phone cameras, or local news articles written by community residents.

� Independent news and information websites, such as Consumer Reports
(an American non-profit organisation focusing on unbiased product
testing, consumer research and advocacy), or the Drudge Report (a
politically conservative American news aggregation website).

� Fully fledged participatory news sites, such as one:convo (www.f6s.com/
oneconvo), NowPublic (www.nowpublic.com), OhmyNews (http://
international.ohmynews.com), DigitalJournal (www.digitaljournal.com),
GroundReport (www.groundreport.com) and Fair Observer (www.fa
irobserver.com).

� Collaborative and contributory media sites, such as Slashdot (https://sla
shdot.org), Kuro5hin (www.kuro5hin.org) and Newsvine (www.news
vine.com).

� Personal video and radio broadcasting sites, such as KenRadio (www.
stitcher.com/podcast/kenradiocom-world-tech-round-up) and Clipshack
(clipshack.com); and Big Contact, which allows users to create their own
channels (http://bigcontact.com).

This overview of citizen journalism demonstrates how ordinary people are
using social media to create their own news. This type of news comprises
whatever they consider to be important, and it provides an opportunity for
other voices to be heard outside those reported in the mainstream media.
These types of opportunities to participate mean that people are becoming
involved in the production as well as the consumption of news. As Dickens,
Couldry and Fotopoulou (2015) suggest, this participation in news production
has the potential to enhance people’s understanding of each other’s perspec-
tives on the world. However, despite some early optimism about participa-
tory and citizen journalism, Karlsson et al. (2015) find that it does not
necessarily increase participation across the community – rather, it is under-
taken by a small number of people who are keen to contribute, who may not
be representative of the general interests of a community, locality or region.

Another concern is that too much reliance on social media can produce
‘filter bubbles’. A filter bubble is the intellectual isolation that can occur
when websites use algorithms to selectively predict the information a user
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would want to see, and then gives the user information according to this
assumption. Websites make these assumptions based on information gleaned
from a user, such as their former online click-through behaviour, search and
browsing history, and location. For that reason, the websites are more likely
to present only information that matches a user’s past activity. A filter bubble,
therefore, can cause users to have significantly less contact with contra-
dicting viewpoints, causing them to become less informed and, possibly,
intellectually isolated (www.techopedia.com/definition/28556/filter-bubble).
The combination of semantic technology, digital algorithms and the persona-
lisation of media sources may combine to encourage people to engage only
with topics they already feel an affinity towards. Sunstein (2006) argues
that these are ‘communication cocoons’ or ‘echo chambers’ within social
media and digital communication, and it is clear that these may increase the
risks of polarisation, whilst simultaneously reducing diversity. Other con-
cerns include the effects of personalisation on democracy, and how the
impact of new gatekeepers and public opinion lobbyism might affect an open
democracy (www.pewinternet.org/2017/03/29/the-future-of-free-speech-trolls-
anonymity-and-fake-news-online/). However, a study in Sweden (https://lnu.
se/en/research/searchresearch/forskningsprojekt/project-regional-press-project-
regpress/) shows that people actually draw upon multiple media sources as
well as a range of social networks in order to obtain and interpret information
(Ekelin et al. forthcoming). This research supports the argument made by
Parisier (2011) that there is still a lack of empirical evidence to suggest that
filters actually have any discernible influence on the ways people make sense
of news and information.

In the field of journalism, citizen-led activity and use of social media
interacts with mainstream media, just as it does in the context of campaign-
ing, and both contribute to the dynamics of political culture. To understand
how citizen journalism is situated within these dynamics, it is important to
consider some changes within mainstream media. These include the devel-
opment of multimedia newsrooms, which are generating new modes of
conduct, and compelling journalists and their managers to find new ways of
working and engaging with citizens (Hermans et al. 2014). Multimedia news-
rooms not only involve journalists using digital technology to support their
reporting work, but also the use of user-generated context. In some contexts,
such as the BBC’s User-Generated Content and Social Media Hub (www.
bbc.co.uk/academy/journalism/article/art20150922112641140), this practice is
highly regulated, with citizens submitting news items, text, photos and
videos via social media platforms for BBC journalists to scour through. They
follow up any interesting leads, assess them in relation to the organisation’s
editorial and news values, then develop some of them into news items (Lewis
et al. 2008; Cottle 2003). In addition to this type of activity, multimedia
newsrooms also use sources gathered from citizen journalism to present
alternative, bottom-up perspectives on certain stories.
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Another innovation is ‘hyperlocal’ media, which is ‘a hybrid of civic,
community, state wide public affairs, and alternative newspaper movements
combined with the interactive and broadcast abilities accompanying
Web 2.0’ (Metzgar et al. 2011, p.774). Dickens et al. (2015) argue that
hyperlocal media seek to address the decline of traditional local news media
(also see Picard 2003, 2008) by introducing a community orientation to news
media operations (Howley 2010). Hyperlocal media operations and their
editorial choices are largely driven by commercial imperatives (Metzgar
et al. 2011), in contrast to civic journalism, which provides local informa-
tion that enables citizens to take action in their own communities. Further-
more, Dickens et al. (2015) identify an emerging ‘inter-local’ dynamic of
community journalism in the connections between different localities. They
argue that inter-local dialogic spaces are emerging via online hubs that make
community reporters feel connected, create shared training approaches,
reporting practices and a wider common ethos. They differentiate this inter-
local space from notions of aggregated local voices on a national scale (citizen
journalism) and local voices in hyperlocal news. They argue that this is not
superseding the local, but creating different forms of connections within
a national space of comparison. In this context, a dedicated community
reporters’ web platform gives community reporters, news groups and website
groups and bloggers all around the country (and the world) opportunities to
get together. This dedicated web space preserves a sense of a community
voice, whilst also bringing it into contact with distant others (Dickens et al.
2015).

All of these innovations show that journalism is an increasingly diverse
practice operating in a variety of contexts. It entails interactions between
citizen-led participation and professional journalism, with each drawing on a
range of digital technologies – including social media platforms – in a very
similar way to the campaigning organisations discussed earlier. Just as in the
other contexts discussed in this and the previous chapter, social media usage
is shaped by its context of use within the social relations of participants,
institutions and members of the public. The point of connection is fre-
quently a particular issue or story, which can either be experienced very
locally, or understood at national and global levels. As John Dewey
observes, there is a relationship between issues of concern and publics, and
these issues create publics (Dewey 1927). This point raises questions about
visibility (Marres 2007) and how shared concerns are debated and resolved
in everyday social spaces beyond the formal political process (Couldry 2010).
Part of connecting the media with people and connecting people with
people – whether face to face or via social media – is found in the relationship
between storytelling and civic engagement. Chen et al. (2012) note that stories
are important for enhancing civic engagement and inter-group interaction,
because places and people become connected through stories they can identify
with and which resonate with them. Rantanen (2009) asserts that the news
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media play a significant role in constructing individuals’ lived experience, so
this means that the news has to offer its audience and users specific points of
identification.

Within the wider media environment, participation can occur through
consumerism, as well as through civic activity. Media organisations and the
companies that advertise through them are eager to promote consumer
engagement and participation, as a way of increasing their profits. This
consumer-led element is realised in various ways. For example, media
executives in Norway consider active consumer engagement to be a key
attribute of their audiences (Sundet and Ytreberg 2009). Their overarching
strategic goals are to create consumer loyalty (Jenkins 2006), capture con-
sumer data and feedback (Andrejevic 2007), encourage user-generated con-
tent (van Dijck 2009), and peer promotion (Baym 2009), as well as aiming to
provide an enhanced brand or product experience (Jenkins et al. 2013).
These attempts to invite the audience in are neither new nor unique to the
media industry – many other sectors act in similar ways (Griffen-Foley 2004;
Hayashi 2000). Karlsson et al. (2015) observe that user-generated content is a
sanctioned and controlled form of participation in the media which is
governed by fairly rigid rules and protocols, and fits the general critique that
user involvement is simply a way to make consumers ‘work’ for the industry
for free (Caraway 2011; Comor 2011; Humphreys and Grayson 2008). Thus,
participation in consumer terms may well follow a similar pattern, but it is a
highly orchestrated and manipulated form of participation that does not
extend to critical engagement with civic or political issues. This is not to
suggest that various issues are not addressed by the commercial sector –

there are numerous examples of campaigns supported by commercial com-
panies which, in effect, means that commercial actors are entering into civic
debate and political culture.

Although the media industry at large is becoming increasingly oriented
towards strategically cultivating consumer participation, it does this in
different ways from other industry sectors. Unlike companies that produce
entertainment content, most news organisations are characterised by a slow
adaption of consumer participation and are reluctant to let citizens enter
the realm of production (Domingo 2008; Matheson 2004; Thurman 2008).
The level at which people are encouraged to participate is by sending in
user-generated content, which is then used in the production of news and
other appropriate programmes (Harrison 2010). So, although consumerism
can connect with people, news functions in a different way from other
media because it has a social and public responsibility as well as the need
to be commercially viable. News media foster participation by publishing
material that elicits empathy, admiration or pride in people’s achievements,
as well as holding people and organisations to account. By doing this,
journalists can enhance the bonds that join people together as a society
(Elliott and Ozar 2010). Furthermore, journalism has:
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the rare ability to promote civic participation in ways that are timely
(unlike most scholarship), independent (unlike political parties or
special-interest groups), and contemporaneously available to nearly all
segments of society (unlike classroom discussions or even blogs, which
are available only to those with a computer).

(Borden 2010, p.61)

Nip (2006) distinguishes between fostering participation through the mechan-
isms and frameworks established by professional journalism and the strategies
of media organisations. This distinction can be extended to highlight the
efforts made in digital and social media and participatory journalism to
create additional forms of participation. Thinking about the connection
amongst locales, people and media raises questions about the ways that the
media feature in the dynamics of participation. Regional and national media,
citizen journalism and participatory journalism all play a role in generating
participation – whether as consumers or producers – both of which form
part of the dynamic of active audiences (Livingstone 2013). However, inno-
vations in journalism are undermining any straightforward distinction
between journalist and citizen. Following Livingstone’s (2013) definition of
active audiences – which includes both producers and consumers as a type
of prosumer – reveals how people draw on a range of resources and inter-
pretive schema both to identify what they perceive as issues and to choose
the ways they interpret and engage with those issues. Livingstone suggests
conceptualising audiences ‘as a relational or interactive construct’ that opens
up the ‘diverse sets of relationships between people and media forms’
(Livingstone 1998, p.14). This emphasises the modes of connection, rela-
tionship and communication that result in engaged, participatory individuals
and publics (Livingstone 2005).

These innovations in a dynamic media environment, along with con-
siderations about what information is reported as news, by whom, and in
what way, raise significant questions about power. As Chadwick and Dennis
(2017) note, the use of social media services, content and data is part of a
complex interplay of the negotiation of symbolic power. The notion of
media power critically addresses ideas about the Fourth Estate that underpin
conceptions of the media and its related liberal models (Couldry and Curran
2003, pp.3–4). Couldry and Curran (2003) draw on Pierre Bourdieu’s scho-
larship to suggest that media power may be understood as the symbolic
power to construct reality (Bourdieu 1991). Drawing on this argument, Couldry
and Curran (2003) argue that media institutions circulate discourses, and that
this dissemination makes the media appear at the natural centre of a given
society. However, this notion conceals the complexity and range of practices
through which media power is legitimated (Couldry 2003). Couldry (2003)
asserts that this ‘myth’ of being at the centre is strategically useful for ‘particular
purposes in particular struggles, both within and beyond media institutions’
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(Couldry 2003, p.47). Hess (2015) takes from this the idea that media inno-
vations can play a central role in social life as a node that people pass
through, or are drawn to, in order to connect to others. She argues that this
role represents a significant amount of power.

Hess (2013) uses the concept of ‘mediated social capital’ to examine the
dynamics of news media. She defines this as the power to connect people –

both consciously and unconsciously – across various social, economic and
cultural spaces, and to link ordinary people with those in positions of power
(Hess 2013, p.113). This also recognises the news media’s ability to control
the information that brings people together in physical and digital spaces (see
Hess 2013, 2014). This social power is a resource that commercial news
media can utilise to build or maintain a position of advantage, and it is also
one that public service broadcasters and citizen journalists negotiate in
attempts to increase their visibility and influence. The ways in which journalists
bond, bridge and link across networks define how the news media can con-
nect people deliberately and consciously (i.e. their ability to harness people’s
attention), and each type of journalism has different levels of control over
how information brings people together. She perceives this as happening in
civic spaces and discussions about the common good, in addition to more
private and domestic domains. Hess (2013, 2014) argues that this moves the
concept of social capital away from a societal-level resource to one that is
held by the media. She observes that this power can be used to abuse or
exclude, just as easily as to empower or include, which leads us back to
considerations of how citizens engage and participate in civic life and the
ways that they use social media to do so.

Citizens, civic participation and social media

The discussions above and in Chapter 7 confirm that social media are part
of a range of civic and political activities that together make up con-
temporary lived political culture. One of the characteristics of social media
is that their use is shaped by the social relations of a specific context.
Although there is a degree of diversity of people and groups who are part
of these types of social relations, the main actors include NGOs and com-
munity organisations, social movements, campaign groups, mainstream
media, social media platforms and ordinary individuals. People often have
different roles and positions in different contexts, and they can act as
advocates, campaigners, interested citizens, engage in Twitter communication
and so on. They can, therefore, be protesters, campaigners, community advo-
cates, public observers or onlookers, audiences and publics. Nonetheless,
as discussed in Chapter 2, there is an everyday aspect of civic participation
that involves the well-established and more mundane practices of civic
engagement and participation – and these types of activity are at the centre
of traditional understandings of civic culture and political culture. In the
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contemporary communication environment, which is hybrid in character
and is shaped by digital media and networked associations, the established
practices of civic participation are interacting with an increasing number of
civic and political practices. It therefore becomes important to understand
the more commonplace practices of civic culture and social media because,
on the one hand, these are still an important part of political culture whilst,
on the other hand, they form the basis for participation in a range of other
activities within civic and political culture.

Although Almond and Verba’s (1963) theory about civic society and
political culture is comparative and international, studies of the US draw on
baseline understandings of civic life and political culture. Evidence gathered
by researchers such as Smith et al. (2009) and Smith (2013) at the Pew
Research Center (www.pewresearch.org) helps to assess the ways in which
citizens use social media to engage in civic life. More specifically, research on
social media and political engagement shows that social media are becoming
an integral feature of political and civic engagement for many Americans
(Rainie et al. 2012). This is a continual trend, with The Pew Research Center
Social Media Update 2016 finding that most Americans obtain their news
via social media and that half of the American public used social media to
get information about the 2016 presidential election; and, although there are
variations in use across socio-economic and ethnic divisions, these divisions
are reducing (Gottfried and Shearer 2016). These high levels of Americans’
social media use partly facilitate the similarly high levels of civic engagement
through social media.

The Pew Research Center’s 2016 social media data (Gottfried and Shearer
2016) provide a good indicator of how pervasive the use of social media is.
They show that the most popular social media platform in the US is Face-
book. Almost eight out of every ten Americans who have access to the
Internet (79% of the population) use Facebook, which is more than twice as
many as the 24% who use Twitter. Some other social media platforms are
used by about a third of American Internet users – 31% use Pinterest, 32%
use Instagram and 29% use LinkedIn. The Pew Research Center Social
Media Update 2016 estimates that, in terms of the overall population – both
Internet users and non-users – 68% of American adults are Facebook users,
28% use Instagram, 26% use Pinterest, 25% use LinkedIn and 21% use
Twitter (Gottfried and Shearer 2016). Social media users tend to interact on
a diverse array of platforms, with over half of online Americans using more
than five social media platforms, and Facebook, Instagram and Twitter being
checked on a daily or weekly basis. These figures show that social media
are an integral part of many Americans’ lives, and that social media ser-
vices are used for a range of personal, social, civic and political purposes.
Although these figures relate to the US, other developed countries
reveal similar trends, while developing countries are following a similar
path (https://wearesocial.com/special-reports/digital-in-2017-global-overview
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and www.smartinsights.com/social-media-marketing/social-media-strategy/
new-global-social-media-research/).

Rainie et al.’s (2012) study of social media users and civic engagement in
the US found that 69% of Internet users use social networking sites, 16%
use Twitter, and 60% of all American adults overall use either a social net-
working site like Facebook, LinkedIn or Google+, or Twitter. Rainie et al.
(2012) found some patterns in the ways that social media users engage in
political and civic culture: 38% of their sample (hereafter called ‘sample’) use
social media to ‘like’ or promote material that relates to political or social
issues posted by other people. This mode of engagement is most popular
with individuals who are under 50 years old and have low levels of educa-
tional attainment. Those with high school- and university-level education are
more likely to post comments on social media. People of all age groups also
use social media to encourage others to vote (35% of the sample), although
users with some tertiary-level education are more likely to do this. Another
practice is for social media users to post their own thoughts and comments
about political and social issues on social media (34% of the sample), which
was most frequently done by those aged between 18 and 29. Social media are
also used to repost other users’ content about political and social issues
(33% of the sample), with university students most likely to do this. People
also use social media to encourage others to take action on political and/or
social issues that they feel are important to them (31% of the sample).
People between 18 and 29 years old with a university education or above are
most likely to do this. Social media are used to post links to political stories
or articles for others to read (28% of the sample), and young people with
some tertiary education are most likely to do this. All of these figures show
that social media are a feature of the diverse ways that people engage with –

and go beyond that to participate in – civic and political issues and concerns.
These practices show that social media are used to share information

about social and political issues, as well as encouraging action. Although
some of this activity might be construed as easy-to-do forms of slacktivism
(see Chapter 5), such as clicking that you ‘like’ something, it can also trigger
more active forms of engagement. This can be seen in certain types of social
media practices, particularly those that are most likely to be done by
younger people; however, most of the activities are carried out across a
range of age groups and socio-economic backgrounds. Nonetheless, younger
people (between 18 and 29 years old) tend to be more active in posting
material than those over 50 years old, particularly sharing their own
thoughts on specific issues and posting links to political material (Rainie
et al. 2012). Social media users encourage others to take political action and
to join political groups on social networking sites. They follow elected offi-
cials and candidates for office on social media (20% of the sample), and like
or promote political material that others have posted. The social media users
who talk about politics on a regular basis are most likely to use social media
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for civic or political purposes. Social media users who have the strongest
ideological ties to political parties (which, in the US, are liberal Democrats
and conservative Republicans), tend to be more likely than political moder-
ates to use social media for these purposes (Rainie et al. 2012). In terms of
engaging in groups, people use social media to belong to a group that focuses
on a political or social issue, and/or one that is working towards a cause
(21% of the sample). There are some demographic variations here, with
white social media users (24% of the sample) being more likely than black
(13% of the sample) and Hispanic (12% of the sample) users to belong to
active social and political online groups (Rainie et al. 2012). Although there
is some variation in the users’ social backgrounds, social media are used in
an array of civic and political ways. However, in terms of symbolic power
and levels of participation, younger, white, university-educated people are
more likely to be actively engaged in civic and political issues via social
media.

To sum up, Rainie et al. (2012) found that engagement through social
media has become a marked feature of political and civic life for a significant
portion of Americans. These findings support previous work by the Pew
Research Center’s Internet & American Life Project, which has documented
the pivotal role that the Internet and social media play in people’s partici-
pation in groups and organisations (Rainie et al. 2011). Other studies have
shown that people who use social media, especially Facebook, are more
civically and politically active than non-users (Hampton et al. 2011).
Although there is a slight bias towards young, white, university-educated
people, people who use social media to participate in civic and political life
are more socio-economically diverse than those who participate in civic
affairs through more traditional online and offline activities, such as signing
petitions or interacting with news organisations (Smith et al. 2009). These
findings suggest that social media are a key feature of civic participation,
certainly in the US. However, the growth of social media in the Global
North suggests a base for civic engagement that varies in line with a particular
national or regional culture of civic life. As social media spread across the
Global South, there is increased potential for its use for civic engagement.
However, given that the social relations of particular contexts shape the use
of social media in political culture, the way they develop will be shaped by
specific national and regional civic cultures of global society (Wessels 2014).

Conclusion

This chapter extends the discussion in Chapter 7 by considering how social
media are being used in online citizen-led campaigning, various types of
journalism and general types of civic engagement. One of the consistent and
defining features across all these areas of political culture is that social media
are an integral aspect of how groups, networks, organisations and
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individuals communicate within and across the digital communications
environment. The way that social media are used and which platforms are
used depends on each particular context. However, the use of social media is
rarely based on one platform; instead, people and organisations use diverse
configurations of a number of platforms to communicate with a range of
people – including activists, participants, citizen and professional journalists,
and ordinary people as observers and social media users. It is also apparent
that these levels of engagement vary from merely clicking that you ‘like’
something, to organising an online campaign and undertaking citizen journalism.
Although it could be argued that these activities sit along a continuum of
less-to-more active engagement, the use of social media fosters awareness and
interpretation along the whole breadth of usage. Thus, for example, the way
that material is posted and shared requires some knowledge about the issue
itself as well as an awareness of which networks may be interested in the
material.

The orientation is therefore towards a ‘communicative civic-ness’, which
refers to the way that people communicate about civic issues, and in relation
to civic issues, across various types of networks (see Chapter 10) that people
engage with and participate in – to a greater or lesser degree. This is a richer
understanding of the character of engagement and participation than that
suggested by notions of slacktivism, which perceive online engagement as an
easy way to participate which does not require any genuine commitment.
However, by viewing communicative civic-ness as something that is embedded
within civic and lived political culture, it becomes evident that all levels of
online engagement can be seen as contributing to a vibrant participative
public sphere. Another feature of this communicative civic-ness is that it
comprises an interactive and interconnected space of people, networks and
media. This is a hybrid type of space made up of numerous nodes, which
connects different actors involved in diverse civic or political issues in a
variety of interactions. These actors are brought together in a political way,
since each creates alliances and uses information and content across social
media in order to gain symbolic power for the issues they are advocating or
supporting. Communicative civic-ness is, therefore, a dynamic process that
feeds into civic and political life.
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Chapter 9

Networks of social media and civic
engagement and participation

Introduction

The previous two chapters have explored the ways that social media are
being used in various types of civic and political culture, revealing the
emergence of what can be called a communicative civic-ness. This term will
be discussed in more detail in the next chapter, but first we need to examine
critically the concept of political culture in order to assess the use of social
media in civic life. The previous chapters show that the social relations of
particular contexts of civic and political action shape the use of social media, and
that those contexts comprise a range of actors including activists, participants,
professional and citizen journalists, community groups and campaigning
groups. Each of these actors has traditionally featured in civic life, and their
engagement in civic life requires various types of communication.

This chapter outlines the ways that political culture has addressed these
forms of involvement, in order to identify new aspects of civic communication,
engagement and participation. These debates relate to the way in which
political culture is considered as a lived culture, since it constitutes both
personal and public concerns. People reflect upon and discuss a variety of
issues in their everyday life – and think about things in a reasoned way but
also in relation to their emotional aspects. They interact with news reporting
that provides facts in a rather abstract way, as well as with the narratives that
develop within news stories. Engagement and participation are practised
through various interactions with issues and concerns at personal, civic and
political levels – sometimes merging and at other times remaining distinctive.
People may engage more or participate more in one context than another.
This fluctuating and interrelated form of engagement and participation
means that political culture cannot be reduced to a straightforward relation-
ship between a person’s set of values and a political party. Rather, it is a
more dynamic culture that is materialised through everyday life. Political
culture is defined through the various avenues of expression, engagement
and participation – such as protest, new social movements, community
action groups, campaigning and petitioning. The chapter critically discusses



whether mainstream politics needs to change in order to engage more
meaningfully with people’s values and concerns. In response to claims that
there are deficits in mainstream politics, it discusses how social media
developments can be used to foster affect in creating engagement on the one
hand, whilst, on the other hand, producing emerging new forms of connective
organisations in the rise of contentious politics.

Beyond socialised political culture and ‘bowling alone’,
towards networks of expression

Chapter 6 outlined some of the main issues about political culture1 and its
shortcomings in considering the rich diversity of ways in which people
actually interpret civic concerns and engage politically and culturally. Chapters 7
and 8 showed that people engage in civic life and politics in various ways,
and in relation to a variety of interests, and they do so from a range of
positions which tend to be issues-based rather than directly party political. A
return to Almond and Verba’s types of political culture reveals how the
more networked forms of political culture cut across their classifications in
differing ways. Almond and Verba (1963) developed a typology based on
people’s attitudes towards, and participation in, politics. From this base,
they identified a ‘parochial’ type of participation, in which citizens are not
very aware of central government or its policies so they go about their daily
lives with little regard for, or knowledge of, decisions taken by the state.
According to Almond and Verba’s (1963) schema, these people have a high
level of distance between themselves and mainstream politics, marked by a
correlated lack of interest in politics. However, as the discussion of the
London riots in Chapter 7 shows, people can feel alienated from mainstream
politics if they do not believe that it cares about their particular concerns.

A second type of political participation is classed as ‘subject’, in which
citizens live under strong government rule and have little say in policy or
other decisions. They know about the politics of a particular government, its
actors and institutions. There is a strong downward flow of politics from a –

usually centralised – authoritarian structure, which produces an affective
relationship. Almond and Verba’s (1963) ‘participant’ type is where citizens
believe that the government affects them, but they are also able to influence
government. In this type of political culture, which is usually democratic in
both the political and administrative senses, people are oriented towards the
political system. This is generally found in Western democracies, and social
media are embedded within it as a communication tool, as seen in the US.
These types do not have to be discrete, as they can combine together to
create civic culture (Almond and Verba 1963). In considering the con-
temporary dynamics of political culture, a mix of these types of relationships
is apparent. Many of these are communicated online through social media,
as well as by more traditional ways of communicating and sharing concerns
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about a range of issues. This raises the question of how a dynamic and
networked sense of political culture is created and shared.

Almond and Verba (1963) correspond to Dawson and Prewitt, who define
political culture as a ‘pattern of distribution of orientations members of a
political community have towards politics’ (Dawson and Prewitt 1969, p.27).
Pateman (1971), in responding to Dawson and Prewitt (1969) as well as Almond
and Verba (1963), argues that the word ‘orientations’ is used here to denote
how individuals relate to politics in terms of their perceptions of politics, which
include cognition and knowledge, affective feelings, attitudes, and the ways they
evaluate politics in terms of their values and norms (Easton and Dennis 1969).
Almond and Verba (1963) clearly state that they understand culture as referring
to a ‘psychological orientation towards social objects’, where orientation means
‘the internalised aspects of objects and relationships’. They state that political
culture refers to ‘the political system as internalised in the cognitions, feelings
and evaluations of its population’ (Almond and Verba 1963, pp.13–14). This
approach to political culture means viewing an individual’s value perspectives,
personality or psychological factors alongside the cognitive aspects of politics
such as knowledge and beliefs as all forming part of the culture of participa-
tion within different political forms (e.g. democracy and authoritarianism) (see
Chapter 2). However, this narrow focus on certain psychological aspects of
political culture misses the more dynamic and shared senses of meaning-
making that define culture and, in so doing, shape civic and political sensi-
bilities. This is one area where Almond and Verba’s (1963) approach is open
to criticism, because their rather reductionist approach to culture reflects the
fact that they drew on a Parsonian framework of social order which proposes a
functional fit between individuals and social systems.

In Parsonian terms, orientation is understood as a set of actions that are
related to social norms, which are learnt through socialisation. An individual’s
orientation ‘concerns the how of his relation to the object world, the patterns
or ways in which his relations to it are organised’ (Parsons 1971, p.7). The
way that someone becomes oriented is by socialisation, which is understood
as the internalisation of culture – and, more specifically, of normative culture –
from Parsons’s viewpoint: ‘inherent in an action system [is the notion] that
action is … normatively oriented’ (Parsons 1971, p.36). According to this
perspective, political culture is a subsystem of the cultural system which is
important because it upholds social order by orienting people into having a
shared set of values and normative understandings. Parsons and Shills argue
that cultural patterns are both an ‘object of orientation’ and an ‘element in
the orientation of action’ which can be transferred from being an object to
becoming an element of orientation (Parsons and Shills 1951, pp.6–7, 67).
This follows a dyadic model which argues that in order to maintain a stable
pattern of interaction between the ego and alter ego, individuals need to
have mutual (normative) expectations about each other’s behaviour and
share a normative meaning or definition of these (Parsons and Shills 1951).
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They assert that, ‘what was once an object becomes a constitutive part of the
actor … it is part of his personality’ (Parsons and Shills 1951, p.8). According
to this theory, the concept of orientation is psychological and is learned
through culture. System norms are internalised through an individual’s per-
sonality, which controls and institutionalises stable patterns of interactions
that are simultaneously structural.

Thus, in order to analyse political culture from a Parsonian perspective,
there needs to be a structure of shared political values which defines a political
situation and underpins a set of collective goals. Political power has to be
consensual, which leads to a ‘generalised capacity’ for achieving collective
goals through decision making by those in authority positions (Parsons
1967). However, the shortcoming of this approach to political culture is that
it overlooks the ways that issues are contested and debated from a range of
differing positions. Furthermore, it misses the diversity of forms of partici-
pation in both civic and political culture, and it does not account for the fact
that people from similar backgrounds may have divergent views about the
same issue. It also ignores the question of how societies organised around
networks rather than structures engage and shape the spaces for debate in
the public sphere, the civic sphere and the intersections between everyday
life, civic life and political life. Putnam (2000) sought to examine some of
these trends in civic engagement in his well-known text Bowling Alone: The
Collapse and Revival of American Community (2000). In this book, he studies
social networks and social cohesion, focusing on the perceived decline in
American political involvement in the late 1900s. Putnam (2000) argues that
evidence of this decline is seen in reduced voter turnout, lower attendance at
public meetings, and fewer people offering to serve on committees and work
with political parties. Putnam argues that trust in government was already
declining because of numerous political scandals from the 1960s onwards,
but that wider trends can be observed in civic engagement.

Putnam (2000) notes that fewer people nowadays are volunteering in civic
organisations such as religious groups, labour organisations, parent-teacher
associations, women’s clubs, the Red Cross, and so on. To express these
falling levels of civic engagement and participation and the significance of
this, he uses the example of bowling. Putnam asserts that even though more
people are bowling in total, those who bowl in leagues are fewer. He believes
this is a cause for concern, because bowling alone means that people are no
longer participating in social interactions and civic discussions. Putnam does
note that, despite the decline of traditional types of civic engagement, a range
of new and more vibrant organisations have emerged, such as:

� National environmental organisations.
� Feminist groups.
� The American Association of Retired Persons (AARP).

(Putnam 1995a, pp.65–78)
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Putnam views the lobbying power of these new mass-membership organisa-
tions as being of great political importance. However, he observes that these
organisations do not involve the same levels of interaction and participation,
which he calls ‘social connectedness’ (Putnam 2000), as their predecessors.
He argues that engagement in the new organisations has diminished to just
paying membership fees and reading a newsletter. Although some people
might attend certain organisational meetings, most are unlikely to meet
other members of the organisation. He argues that this makes the bonds
between members weak, with the ties between them being centred on common
symbols and leaders, instead of each other. Likewise, other forms of social
connectedness, such as book groups, provide interaction but are not directly
focused on community or civic issues. He notes the growth of non-profit
groups but considers these to be third sector, rather than civic, organisations.
He also disregards ‘support groups’ which provide care and help for a range
of people (some with religious affiliations), such as Alcoholics Anonymous,
because they do not function collectively in the same way as the more
traditional civic organisations, being focused on internal, individual care
concerns. So, although Putnam acknowledges the rise of different types of
associations in relation to the decline of civic participation in traditional
organisations, he nonetheless perceives an overall reduction in social capital.
Although wider social changes may have influenced this trend (such as
women entering paid employment which reduces the amount of free time
they can spend on voluntary activities), he makes the rather simplistic
assertion that television – and in terms of more recent technological inno-
vations, the Internet – is individualising leisure time which is, therefore,
having a significant negative impact on civic participation in the US.

Wuthnow (1998) questions Putnam’s analysis, arguing that it is the form,
rather than the levels, of civic participation that has changed. He asserts that
although fewer people may be joining formal organisations such as the Rotary
Club, individuals are participating in more ad hoc and specialised ways. As
proof of this, Wuthnow (1998) gives examples including anti-AIDS walks,
beach clean-ups, lobbying campaigns and the award-winning www.volunteerma
tch.org website, which was set up in 1991 to enable people to contribute
specific altruistic activities on a one-off basis, or even do ‘remote volunteering’.
Both Putnam and Wuthnow observe that American people’s participation in
civic life transformed during the 1980s, but each interprets this change in a
different way. Putnam views it as a decline in civic participation, whereas
Wuthnow perceives it as a move to new forms of civic participation.

Politics and engagement: deficits in politics and
political processes

It makes sense that the forms of civic engagement and participation develop
in line with broader social changes leading to an information society that is
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organised via networks. The growth in the use of digital technology, combined
with globalisation and a neo-liberal socio-economic and political agenda, is
influencing the ways that people can participate in civic life (Wessels 2010b).
This raises questions about what role new types of inclusion and exclusion
play in the dynamics of political engagement. Thus far, the discussion has
concentrated on the ways in which ordinary people and an array of civic
society groups engage and participate in civic society and political culture.
The debate about civic and political participation often focuses on the citizen
level in relation to particular sets of political orientations and perspectives
(see Chapters 2 and 3); however, as Chapters 7 and 8 show, people are frequently
frustrated by formal politics, so they find other means to raise their con-
cerns. These are often around perceptions of political inequality, as seen in
the London riots and discussed below in the US context. They often arise
from a general disillusionment with politics that leads some scholars, such as
Colin Hay (2007), to debate the future of politics overall, which is also discussed
below.

A deep concern about political and other inequalities emerged in the US
between 2000 and 2012. This resulted from the dominant neo-liberal agenda
that emerged during Ronald Reagan’s presidency in the 1980s, which continues
today, and has created increased inequalities. This concern is clearly demon-
strated in, for instance, the 2011 Occupy movement that drew attention to
growing economic inequality in the US, whereby certain wealthy Americans
began to benefit disproportionately, while middle-class and poor citizens saw
their income levels stagnate or decline. This economic disparity fed into
political inequality. One way that this happened was through the political
action committees in the 2012 election process, which accepted huge
amounts of money donated by wealthy individuals to finance presidential
candidates’ electoral campaigns. This led to a bias in politics because it
enabled a few very rich people to speak out more loudly than everybody
else. Schlozman, Verba and Brady (2012) examine this political inequality in
their book The Unheavenly Chorus, asserting that American people have a
strong belief in – and an equally strong desire for – political equality. It is
clearly recognised, within both the populace and within American political
culture, that the strength and quality of democracy depends on everyone’s
voices and opinions being heard. However, the link between political
inequality and economic inequality is only weakly acknowledged within this
culture. In general terms, Americans accept high levels and extremes of
economic inequality because they believe that the market rewards people
who work hard and are entrepreneurial, and that a capitalist market economy
is required to incentivise individual and societal productivity.

In response to a lack of critical questioning about the link between eco-
nomic and political inequality, Schlozman et al. (2012) point out that this set
of values about market rewards undermines the value of equality in political
participation. They show that the rates of political participation vary across
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socio-economic categories and correlate with class positions. They observe
that the more affluent and educated individuals are, the more likely they are
to participate in political activity and to do so using a wide range of partici-
patory political methods. The difference between the ways that wealthy
people and those on lower incomes participate in politics is less pronounced
in time-based activities such as volunteering on campaigns. However, as can
be expected, the gap between the ways that the rich and poor participate is
widest in terms of donating money. Schlozman et al. (2012) argue that this
results in a situation where many poor people lose the power of their vote,
in contrast to the theoretical democratic system of ‘one person one vote’.
Furthermore, they assert that protest is seen as a weapon of the weak. For
these authors, therefore, economic inequality undercuts the possibilities for
political equality and this has democratic implications, because those who are
wealthy and active will have different policy preferences from those who are
not. They claim that this is resulting in wealthy voices dominating the shap-
ing of policy, at the expense of those who are poor and those in middle-class
positions, whose voices are no longer being heard. This is moving economic
policy to the right overall, and ignoring or underemphasising the interests
and well-being of the less privileged.

This situation in the US is producing a politics that is moving away from a
middle ground – either towards addressing the interests of rich voters or
towards poorer voters. In addition, these politics do not encourage or support
any significant redistribution of income across the population. This corre-
sponds to the trend, noted by Schlozman et al. (2012), for American politi-
cians to be less focused on the median voter and less concerned about the
middle ground than has previously been the case in the two-party political
system. This is largely explained by the fact that the Americans who are
more active in politics tend to be those with higher incomes, who hold more
conservative economic views. Because these people are more active and able to
contribute to party funds, their voices and preferences are generally more
influential than other voters. Ordinary citizens, average political campaign
workers and average political financial donors experience lower levels of
influence. This is because people in these positions have less money to con-
tribute to the political process, so politicians are less interested in them.

This leads on to another feature of contemporary US politics – political
polarisation. There is certainly a polarisation between elected politicians,
with a large gap even between the Democrats and Republicans which are
both located in the middle ground, and with very little overlap between
these parties. Although Fiorina (2006) argues that the public is not divided
along political lines, Schlozman et al.’s analysis in The Unheavenly Chorus
shows that this polarisation is reflected in the public divergence. The authors
argue that politically active partisans are entrenched in either the Democrats’
established policy stance or in the Republicans’ increasingly right-wing position.
These divisions can also be seen at a more organised level, where citizens
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come together to lobby government. In fact, in Washington, DC, only one
in eight organised groups is made up of ordinary people; most of the lobbying
and donating in the US political capital is done by corporate groupings.
There is a lack of representation by ordinary citizens except at the level of
occupational associations and professional workers, and there are no interest
groups comprising people on means-tested social programmes or of unskilled,
low-skilled, manual or service workers. These groups are represented by
unions, which Schlozman et al. (2012) observe play an important role in
representing the less privileged and pushing for their interests. However, as
in other countries, unions in the US are in decline, which is consequently
reducing the opportunities for those with less political and economic capital
to have their voices heard.

The overriding conclusion reached by Schlozman et al. (2012) is that
political inequality has widened in the US. They report that when there is a
larger voter turnout, this is generally due to higher rates of lower-class
constituents. If this is the case, the authors suggest that mobilising political
participation might provide an opportunity to address existing inequality.
They also note that the Internet may help to mobilise younger people, who
are under-represented among the active citizenry. Here attention needs to be
paid to the effects of a digital divide, although many of those gaps are closing
(Castells 2001). The case of political inequality in the US raises broader
issues about how effective current political organisations are at addressing
participation levels and inequality. There is a need to consider the character-
istics of contemporary politics and how they feature in the wider lived
experience of political culture. Colin Hay’s (2007) work on the UK is
insightful here, as his research highlights the shortcomings in Putnam’s work
and questions the mainstream approach to assessing political participation.

Hay (2007) examines those people who do not engage in traditional politics
but are, nonetheless, involved in other types of political activity. He also
asks whether people’s non-participation can be seen as a political act in itself.
He argues that the rise of neo-liberalism and a philosophy of public choice
have resulted in people feeling alienated from the existing democratic process.
In short, Hay (2007) turns on its head the conventional view that ‘citizens get
the politics they deserve’, asserting instead that ‘democratic polities get the
level of political participation they deserve’. This requires considering the
internal dynamics of a political system that is not able to adapt to the parti-
cipatory expectations or political apathy of ‘new citizens’ (see Chapter 2), or
to external factors such as economic globalisation, consumerism and indivi-
dualisation. Stoker (2009) thinks that Hay is far too negative, and points out
that what he views as increasingly individualised and politically naïve citizens
are likely to be disappointed by collective decision making, which is at the
heart of democratic processes. Although new forms of participation such as
blogging suggest that citizens are less willing to be governed, there are ques-
tions about whether citizens have the processes in place for self-government.
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Stoker’s (2009) argument situates the causes of citizen apathy outside the
political process and polity to focus on people’s perceptions of politics and
their increased leanings towards other forms of political engagement.

Hay (2007) concentrates on the way that neo-liberal ideas and the notion
of rational choice are pushing people away from politics. He argues that the
shaping of politics, political rhetoric and policy are all based on the idea that
people are self-interested and rational actors seeking to gain the most benefit
from whatever sources they have access to. This idea of choice is linked to a
neo-liberal ideology, which posits that the capitalist market should be free
from state control so that it can inform and guide social life. According to
Hay (2007), both of these ideas – that choice is rational and the invisible hand
of the market – have depoliticising affects, which are therefore creating
political dissatisfaction. He argues that this process of depoliticisation began in
the 1980s when both the efficacy of the state and belief in the integrity of
political actors started being attacked. In the 1990s, once welfarist and
corporatist politics had been undermined, there was a period of normalisation
that established neo-liberalism as the natural way to do politics. In this new
public form of management, the issues that mattered to people were taken out
of the political arena into the realm of ‘non-political’ experts in technocratic
and economic management. Politics therefore no longer seems so relevant to
ordinary people’s concerns.

The fact that politics has lost its significance and relevance for many
people leads on to Hay’s second point: the need to look at what he calls the
‘supply side’ of political participation. In analysing political participation, Hay
(2007) distinguishes between a ‘supply side’ and a ‘demand side’, asserting that
most analyses of political participation focus on the ‘demand side’ – that is,
how receptive citizens are to political appeals. This approach places the
responsibility for a lack of political participation upon citizens, rather than
on politicians. He notes that influential academics such as Robert Putnam,
Pippa Norris, Ronald Inglehart and Mark Franklin all take this kind of
‘demand side’ perspective, albeit from different interpretations. However,
Hay (2007) takes a different view, suggesting that analysis should concentrate
on what he terms the ‘supply side’, which includes the content of the appeals
and issues that politicians raise, the skills and capacity that politicians have
to deliver on their promises, and the causes of disaffection that arise from these.
This means that if politicians cannot identify and communicate a particular
policy well and/or cannot deliver on their policy promises, then citizens will
lose interest and confidence in politics.

One aspect of this is what it means for an issue to become ‘politicised’ or
‘de-politicised’. In order to make this distinction, Hay (2007) starts by
defining politics as a ‘capacity for agency and deliberation in situations of
genuine collective or social choice’ (Hay 2007, p.34). This is an expansive
definition which asserts that politics exists beyond the ballot box, can occur
‘anywhere and over any issue’, and therefore any topic can become
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politicised. Levels of intensity around an issue can increase when it is pro-
moted from the realm of necessity into the private sphere, then from the
private to the public sphere, and from the public to the government sphere.
Hay (2007) explains that depoliticisation occurs similarly, but in reverse, so a
political issue can be relegated to just a matter of necessity. This overall
trend of depoliticisation has been growing for the last 30 years, resulting in a
perceived lack of interest and participation in politics, feelings of disdain
towards politicians, and citizens lacking confidence in the effectiveness
of formal political institutions. In concrete terms, this shift can be seen in
the way that responsibility for governance has moved from the formal
governmental sphere to quasi-independent bodies in the public sphere, such
as independent central banks and QUANGOs (quasi-autonomous non-
governmental organisations). This displacement has gone further in the way
that the market has replaced formal governance, as seen in the extensive
privatisation of public services in the 1980s. Other shifts include moving
responsibility for key policy areas such as welfare and the environment away
from the state, towards both the non-governmental public sphere and the
individual. Some politicians’ belief that ‘less politics means more efficiency’
has resulted in a dilution of, and reduction in, the domains in which politicians
may argue for politics as collective choice and where political agency can
take place. This creates a context where many areas of social life are now
viewed as matters of individual consumer choice or those which are deter-
mined by uncontrollable market forces, leaving little or no room for politics.

In assessing the role of social media and the ways people are finding to
engage and participate in civic life and lived political culture, it is important
to consider the current state of politics. The discussion in this section has
shown that there is a deficit in politics and political process, meaning that
formal political processes and activities are not meeting the demand side of
their purpose. The weakening of democratic government in the Global
North is prompting people to find new ways to engage with the issues they
view as important and significant. In searching for ways to engage – and, for
some, to participate – people are using social media as well as organising
through protest, campaigning, citizen journalism or various sorts of online
engagement.

Emerging publics: social media, affect and narrativising
issues in the public sphere

Hay’s (2007) argument that politics is losing its relevance in contemporary
society and that political actors are failing to question how neo-liberalism is
responsible for increased senses of marginalisation raises questions about
how people can participate in issues that are important to them. Although
Stoker (2009) claims that this position is slightly overstated, he nonetheless
suggests that increased political participation is only a partial solution to the
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wider need to foster civic engagement. Stoker includes a range of different
types of participation in this, including activism, local action groups, social
movements and protests. The dynamics of these kinds of participation,
however characterised, are embedded in the use of social media. Therefore,
even though social media can facilitate the development of connections, it is
nonetheless the social relations of any particular context that shape the types of
participation that emerge in a specific context (see Chapters 7 and 8). As
described earlier, the Arab Spring, Occupy Wall Street, and the Spanish
Indignados movements have garnered a great deal of attention from com-
mentators seeking to understand the role of social media in protest activities.
Whereas some have argued that social media enhance freedoms and can lead
to transformative changes (e.g. Castells 2012; Earl and Kimport 2011; Shirky
2008), others have noted the limitations of commercial platforms and the
potential for slacktivism rather than activism within those platforms (Dean
2005; Fuchs 2014; Gladwell 2010; Hoofd 2012; Morozov 2009; Poell and
van Dijck 2016; see also Chapter 7). However, one point that has not been
sufficiently recognised in this debate is how social media can tap into and
express the affective aspect of civic and political engagement and participation.

Zizi Papacharissi’s book Affective Publics: Sentiment, Technology, and Politics
(2015) contributes to this discourse. She moves away from the well-worn
discussions on whether social media form a space for political debate to
focus, instead examining whether people can use online spaces for political
affect and, if so, how (Clark 2016). In her book, ‘affect’ means the feelings
and emotions that are part of political engagement. She extends the notion
of affect into a consideration of how these feelings can be produced and
shared through online interactions. She seeks to understand how social
media are providing new ways for people to express themselves online and
how that expression creates a form of participation which is based on ‘soft
structures of feeling’ (Papacharissi 2015, p.116) – in other words, people’s
belief that their views matter, are worth expressing, and add something to an
existing story. The importance of story for engaging people is well recognised
by journalists and was discussed in the previous chapter. The process by
which this occurs is that, first, people like to feel they are part of a developing
story. They then begin contributing by making (often emotional) declara-
tions online by posting words, photos and videos on Twitter, Facebook, or
other social media platforms. Through this process, people deem that they
have become part of a story.

Papacharissi’s (2015) argument is not technology-centric, as she clearly
makes the case that it is people’s narratives, rather than social media or
digital technology, which create the connective tissue of engagement. These
narratives also help to create and sustain engagement at the beginning,
middle and end of any story. From this base, she observes that the various
emotional contributions people make using an array of social media tools
and content contribute to the way that certain events can increase in

142 Social media, civic engagement and participation



intensity to become political statements. For example, individuals’ emotional
responses to conversations about protests create a story that enables the
event, the issues in question and the participants to become political state-
ments. This line of reasoning means that Papacharissi contributes to current
discourse by revealing the way that social media can facilitate emotional
feelings of belonging through enabling the development and expression of
narrative (Clark 2016). If this facility interacts with the ways that people
identify with a particular issue and/or event, then it can push a range of
issues into the political sphere. Therefore, the sense of involvement in stories
created through social media is a part of political engagement. Clark (2016)
notes that this observation taps into recent scholarship (Mouffe 2005, 2013)
that is challenging deep-rooted assumptions about deliberation and reason,
which inform the idealised notion of a Habermasian public sphere.

Established approaches to political participation have argued that such
engagement is based on rational action, whilst underplaying the emotional
and affective aspects of political engagement (see Chapter 2). Papacharissi
(2015) traces the beginning of the rational versus emotional dichotomy to the
late 17th century, writing that an Enlightenment-based critique of the role of
the Church brought attention to the need for ‘reason’ to be a basis of a more
open and secular society. The critique focused on the Church’s power to
create affective relationships with the populace and its monopoly on knowledge,
both of which were seen as barriers to development towards a more demo-
cratic society. However, as discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, this dichotomy
has been more of an analytical divide than one that reflects the experiences
of political engagement in everyday life. The difficulty of understanding the
boundary between affect and emotion continues today and is highlighted in
‘the affective turn’ in recent studies of media, politics and everyday life. In
addition, there is still a concern about how people can resist popular media
that are designed to appeal to their emotions. Communication scholars who
follow Habermas’s (1991) critique of popular media are seeking to find ways
that people can avoid the potential ideological exploitation and knowledge
management that are a part of a more affectively driven media (Clark 2016).

Papacharissi (2015) addresses these concerns by drawing on Deleuze and
Guattari’s (1987) studies which consider ‘affect’ as comprising a range of
forces other than conscious ‘knowing’. The argument is that the ‘ways of
affect’ that work in a liminal way, i.e. as a space between knowledge bases, can
support individuals to produce new thoughts or actions. Papacharissi (2015)
asserts: ‘Per affect theory, empowerment lies in liminality, in pre-emergence
and emergence, or at the point at which new formations of the political are in
the process of being imagined but not yet articulated’ (Papacharissi 2015,
p.19). This is because people feel empowered when they believe that their own
views count, which is an important aspect of fostering engagement in political
activities. This is where affect theory has some explanatory power in its focus
on the discursive aspects of engagement and the idea of empowerment,
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because it is through discursive and expressive activity that individuals find
personal fulfilment, and if this is related to a wider group or network, it triggers
greater engagement in civic and political life. For example, in the context of
social movements, individuals also sometimes move from sharing feelings
into carrying out the kinds of transformative actions that tend to take place
much more slowly, more ponderously, and much less thrillingly (Clark 2016;
Jasper and Poulsen 1995; Tufecki and Wilson 2012; Verhulst and Walgrave
2009). Clark (2016) argues that the way affect can foster interest and engage-
ment provides insights into understanding the potential and limitations of
online affective expression.

As noted in Chapters 7 and 8, context is important in shaping how social
media are used, for what purpose and with what ethos. Papacharissi (2015)
focuses on three examples of what she calls ‘affective publics’, which she
defines as ‘networked public formations that are mobilized and connected or
disconnected through expressions of sentiment’ (Papacharissi 2015, p.125).2

She finds that tweets with the hashtag #egypt were emotionally charged
because they blended fact and opinion as part of the resulting Twitter flow
which created what Papacharissi (2015) calls ‘affective news’. This had the
characteristics of newsworthiness but at the same time reflected the indignation
that those tweeting felt towards an unresponsive regime. In the context of
discussions surrounding Occupy Wall Street, tweets with the hashtag #ows
were also emotionally charged, but they were distinctive in character by
being declarative rather than deliberative. The declarative aspect was a result
of people who had different views about the movement seeking to discredit or
even silence those they disagreed with. Papacharissi (2015) notes that #ows
supporters had some level of success in challenging the dominant narrative
about rising inequities in the US and elsewhere. However, the discourse sur-
rounding Occupy Wall Street events could best be described as disruptive
rather than transformative, due to the range of differing opinions that were
expressed around it. Another context is the way in which the political occurs
in everyday expressive statements on Twitter. Here, as Clark (2016) notes,
Papacharissi draws on her previous work in A Networked Self (2011) and A
Private Sphere (2010), to consider how individuals perform expressions of the
self where ‘the act of making a private thought public bears the potential of a
political act’ (Papacharissi 2015, p.111). She observes that trending con-
versations on Twitter allow individuals to contribute personal thoughts to
ongoing public conversations. In this way, trending hashtags can be used to
link individual expressions about experiences of oppression and collective
political consciousness and action (see e.g. Moraga and Anzaldua 2015; Perez
2009).

Of course, other media such as TV and radio create affect, but Papacharissi
(2015) shows what the specific affordances of Twitter are in creating affective
attunement and engagement (Papacharissi 2015, p.134). She highlights the affec-
tive aspects of political engagement to show how social media – particularly
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Twitter – can foster a form of affective engagement that also allows critical
stances towards dominant ideologies. As noted in Chapter 8, there are limits
of diversity on social media (c.f. filter bubbles), since Twitter and other
social media platforms tend to privilege certain people and points of view
over others. Nonetheless, a focus on affect and involvement through joining
a social media narrative as it unfolds is an important aspect in the dynamics
of engagement and participation in lived political culture. As Papacharissi
asserts, participation in online conversations enables people to ‘feel their
way into politics’ (Papacharissi 2015, p.25).

To some degree, Papacharissi’s (2015) argument is related to Bennett and
Segerberg’s (2013) thesis, which posits that social media have brought about
what they term ‘connective action’. They use this term to refer to the ways
that the networking logic of digital media makes communication networked
and, because of this, digital media enable people to personalise the expressions
of a particular thread of communication or distributed content. For example,
an individual can personalise a social movement’s message and, in so doing,
express their own feelings on the subject. Then, through sharing their perso-
nalised expression, they can extend the communication of a social movement’s
mission beyond the boundary of such traditional organisations. Bennett and
Segerberg (2013) show how digital media work in political organisations,
while Papacharissi (2015) brings theories of affect into discussions about
political organising.

Bennett and Segerberg (2013) identify the overarching characteristics of the
ways that digital and social media use in protest movements goes beyond
simply sending and receiving messages. As noted in Chapters 7 and 8, protests
and other related civic and political activities involve roles for traditional,
well-established advocacy organisations, there are often hybrid relations with
other organisations, and digital media are used for personalised public
engagement. Bennett and Segerberg (2013) explore the differences between a
logic of collective action that is associated with high levels of organisational
resources and the formation of collective identities, and a logic of connective
action which is based on personalised content sharing across media net-
works. Introducing digital media in the former does not change the core
dynamics of the action, but it does in the latter.

Bennett and Segerberg (2013) produced a typology that defines collective
action as organisationally brokered networks, and two types of connective
action – either self-organising networks or organisationally enabled networks
(see Figure 9.1). They define the ideal type of collective action as large-scale
action networks that depend on brokering organisations to carry the burden
of facilitating cooperation and bridging differences when possible. These may
use digital media and social technologies more as a means of mobilising and
managing participation and coordinating goals, rather than inviting persona-
lised interpretations of problems and self-organisation of action. Another
ideal type they identify is that of connective action networks, which are
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largely self-organised and do not have central or ‘lead’ organisational actors.
In this context, the participants use technologies as important organisational
agents. Although a few formal organisations may be involved, they are
usually positioned at the periphery and can be online, offline, or both. In
this context, personal action frames become the transmission units across
trusted social networks. Between these two ideal types, there is connective
action, which is hybrid in character. In this ideal type, participating formal
organisational actors do not develop and project strong agendas, political
brands or collective identities. Instead, they use resources to deploy social
media that facilitate the development of loose public networks around
personalised action themes, which might link with larger communication
networks and, therefore, increase the impact of the network. These three
ideal types are not mutually exclusive. In the cases Bennett and Segerberg
(2013) discuss, they show that the different logics of their typology can be
used to observe actually occurring combinations of different types of action
within complex protest ecologies. This highlights the dynamics of new forms
of organisational action and social media use in a political culture that is
partly defined by the rise of contentious politics.

Conclusion

So far, this book has shown that communication in the civic sphere and,
indeed, within the sphere of political communication, involves a range of
communication forms. These include face-to-face, offline group communica-
tion, town hall meetings, public protest and leaflet publication, as well as the
more recent use of digital media, including social media. The innovation of
the Internet and the World Wide Web has interacted with broader social
changes such as globalisation and a more networked sociability which is

CONNECTIVE ACTION
Self Organizing

Networks

CONNECTIVE ACTION
Organizationally Enabled

Networks

• Little or no organizational coordination
  of action

• Large scale personal access to multi-
  layered social technologies

• Communication content centers on
  emergent inclusive personal action frames

• Personal expression shared over social
  networks

• Collectivities often shun involvement of
  existing formal organizations

• Loose organizational coordination of action

• Organizations provide social technology
  outlays - both custom and commercial

• Communication content centers on
  organizationally generated inclusive
  person action frames

• Some organizational moderation of
  personal expression through social
  networks

• Organizations in the background in
  loosely linked networks

COLLECTIVE ACTION
Organizationally Brokered

Networks

• Strong organizational coordination of
  action

• Social technologies used by organi-
  zations to manage participation and
  coordinate goals

• Communication content centers on
  collective action frames

• Organizational management of social
  networks - more emphasis on
  interpersonal networks to build
  relationships for collective action

• Organizations in the foreground as
  coalitions with differences bridged
  through high resource organization
  brokerage

Figure 9.1 Elements of connective and collective action networks
(Bennett and Segerberg 2013, p.567)
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shaping the ways that people experience civic life, interpret and value poli-
tics, and identify what they consider to be significant issues. These social,
technological and communicative changes are combining to generate new
sensibilities and experiences of civic life and political culture. This is not to say
that there has been a transformative change, but rather a range of subtle
shifts in the perceptions and practices of how people engage – and participate –
in civic life. In some ways, there is a return to a more rounded sense of
engagement, since everyday feelings and experiences are reconnected with
reason and planned public expression. In addition, ordinary people have
access to communication platforms which allow them to identify the issues
that concern them, and to express their feelings about these in popular
forms as well as in formal journalistic and political discourse. There is evidence
that new ways of organising are emerging in response to a significant level of
citizen disengagement with formal politics, which are no longer seen as relevant
and interesting to them.

However, several key questions remain about whether these types of
engagement are transformative and have any impact in political terms. It is
difficult to see any progressive change from a classic perspective of political
participation aligned with Almond and Verba’s functionalist idea of political
culture. However, by taking a more dynamic understanding of political culture
as something ‘lived’ and realised through people’s patterns of association as
advocated by Goldfarb (2012), and understanding the use of social media as
part of a communicative civic-ness, it becomes possible to identify some
nuances of change. These changes can be considered positive or negative in
normative terms – but it does show, following Silverstone (2006), that the
media are tightly bound up with people’s own moral and political universes.
Furthermore, individuals’ and groups’ diverse imaginative responses to feel-
ings of alienation from political processes highlight the deficit of current
political culture. Even if the emerging culture is not an improvement on
previous incarnations, there is some indication that people are becoming
aware of the normalising of neo-liberal politics and how it is creating greater
political inequality that undermines the development of open, inclusive and
democratic societies.

Notes
1 There is a typology of political culture, and political scientist William S. Stewart

argues that political behaviour can be explained as participating in one or more of
eight political cultures: anarchism, oligarchy, Tory corporatism, fascism, classic
liberalism, radical liberalism, democratic socialism, and Leninist socialism. Societies
that exemplify each of these cultures have existed historically.

2 She employs a discourse analysis of Twitter hashtags in her three cases.
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Chapter 10

Communicative civic-ness
Framing communication, civic engagement
and participation

Introduction

This chapter draws on the previous chapters’ discussions to start developing
a new framework for shaping theoretical and conceptual ideas that can offer
insights for understanding and analysing civic participation in the digital age.
It focuses particularly on the relationship between the use of social media and
engagement in political culture. This conceptual and analytical framework will
enable an assessment of the relationship between social media and political
culture, as well as the significance of that relationship in the wider dynamics
of participation.

The context of framing social media and political culture

This book discusses both the use of social media and the way that ‘lived political
culture’ (as discussed further below) is embedded in wider social and civic
life. There is an ongoing debate about the level and character of participation
in democratic society. One key point that is integral to these debates is the
notion that participation in democratic and formal political processes is
embedded within civic society. This, in turn, raises questions about the
social relations of civil society and how people feel engaged in civil life.

The definition of political culture that Almond and Verba (1963) put forward
underplays the dynamics of culture in the way that people experience politics
and political life, as well as civic issues. However, a more dynamic under-
standing of culture as something through which social life is made mean-
ingful (c.f. Geertz 1973) can grasp the richness of civic life and the ways that
people grapple with both personal concerns and public issues (as discussed in
Chapters 6 and 9). Although Almond and Verba’s (1963) approach recognises
that there is a relationship between individual citizens and governing organisa-
tions, they view this as a functional relationship. This functionalist approach
does not, and cannot, fully capture the rich and dynamic links of civic life
because it reduces any relationship to the way that citizen orientations align or
do not align with the values and policies of political parties. A functionalist



approach is also somewhat limited in grasping the ways that meaning can be
expressed in a digitally enabled networked society. Even if a functionalist
approach focuses on the relation between citizens and political parties in a
networked society, the move to a more issue-based politics means that the
relationship between people and politics is more diverse. This makes it more
difficult to identify and analyse political engagement, participation and
orientation. Another key point that has emerged, as discussed in Chapter 9,
is that government itself has reduced in relevance and significance for many
people. The marketisation of government work and the privatisation of
previously state-run services has displaced formal governance, resulting
in people no longer being able to appreciate what the role of government is in
political life. Furthermore, the turn to neo-liberal ideology has also displaced
senses of state responsibility for social and individual well-being, because
individuals are expected to compete in a market for economic and social
resources and status, and, as a result, no longer view the state as having a
role to provide social support in times of need. This diminishing and repo-
sitioning of the responsibilities of government and its level of impact means
that people are finding other ways to express their concerns and opinions.
The combination of the development of a digitally enabled networked
society alongside changes in the role of politics and the rise of social media is
creating what is termed in this book as ‘communicative civic-ness’ (discussed
in more detail below).

Communicative civic-ness refers to the ways in which people connect,
share, feel and reason across networks of communication – whether online,
offline, or a mix of both. These networks can be hybrid, connective or collec-
tively based. The character of this communicative civic-ness is created
through the lived realities of people’s lives and the ways they interpret and
make sense of the issues that affect them and other people. As discussed in
Chapter 2, the practices of interpretation and sense making are part of
phronesis. This is a type of wisdom that relates to practical life and requires
the ability to discern how and why to act virtuously in life through a kind of
practical virtue that also seeks to foster other people’s moral character. This
practice re-moralises politics by bringing it in touch with the scruples of
everyday lived experiences, as well as politicising ethics, values and moralities.
The media form part of this process and, as Silverstone (2005b) observes,
interact with social and cultural life to shape people’s experiences. Silverstone
uses the term ‘dialectic’ to explain how the processes of communication
interact with the social and cultural environments that support them, with
the relationships that individuals and institutions have to those environments,
and with each other (Silverstone 2005b).

Silverstone extends his argument by suggesting that the work the media do
creates a mediapolis, which he defines as a ‘mediated public space where
contemporary political life increasingly finds its place, both at national and
global levels’ (Silverstone 2006, p.31). The mediapolis is a communicative
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space in which questions of public culture and personal interest are articulated
and mediated. This approach takes account of lived experience and recog-
nises that the media frame social life, which can either facilitate collective
action or fragment understanding, thereby undermining individual and
community expression. The idea of a mediapolis interacts with notions of a
public sphere. As discussed in Chapter 3, both the role and character of the
public sphere are highly debated and difficult to grasp. There are also concerns
about how inclusive and pluralistic the public sphere is. The empirical reality
of these issues has changed over time; nonetheless, it is useful to think about
the public sphere as being reflexive, in relation to whatever historically specific
dynamics and tensions exist in a particular context. Viewing the public
sphere as reflexive permits a consideration of how far it enables critical
thought and draws attention to any disciplinary mechanisms and hidden
injuries (such as prejudice, hate speech and voices not being heard) that
might be circulated and targeted through it. Furthermore, by considering the
public sphere as reflexive opens up a space for questions around prescriptive
ideas about what is public and what is private, and the relationship between
these spaces of social life, and allows for an appreciation of discourses that
question or address areas of social life that hitherto might not have been
explored.

By viewing the public sphere as reflexive and acknowledging that the
media intersect private and public life, it is possible to see how various senses
of civic life become realised through communication in material and political
realities. Civic life – lives which are shared, understood and made meaningful
by individuals, groups and institutions – is created through social agency and
communication. As John Dewey (1939a) famously argues, society is made in
and through communication. This is not to suggest that society is not material
and political but, rather, that material and political life involves commu-
nication, which thereby embeds society’s cultural and symbolic life into its
social relations. There are numerous forms of communication, including
co-presence, mass media and social media, and each has a varying level of
media richness and social presence (see Chapter 5). Recognising these
different forms and characters of the communication experience leads onto a
discussion of the ethos of any communication, which can be understood as
the feeling and ethos created by the people involved in any communication
act and process.

This has several dimensions. For instance, Silverstone (2006) argues that
part of understanding how mediated communication features in this ethos is
the way that perceptions of the other and perceptions of ourselves are
framed and shared. This, by extension, opens up the idea of communication
practices having a moral dimension, which involves each actor being mindful
of ‘proper distance’ (Silverstone 2006). Proper distance refers to instances
when communication brings people together in a close enough way to
understand each other whilst at enough of a distance to ensure respect for
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one another. Being able to understand each other as well as respect each other
means that people with different views and experiences can engage effectively
in diverse public discourses. This is a prerequisite of a deliberative approach
to democracy. As noted in Chapter 3, deliberation does not necessarily
mean, or result in, a common good. In fact, notions of a common good
often assume that there is an implicit standpoint of an ‘us’. Not only is the
notion of a common ‘us’ false, given the social divisions within contemporary
society, but it can also be cited by dominant groups as a way to assert their
power. The relations of social power benefit dominant groups and put less
powerful and less well-defined groups at a disadvantage, which is reflected in
struggles for symbolic power through the media. Thus, the mediapolis as
an area of civic communication – in which a range of issues are raised and
discussed – can serve as a space for debate and praxis.

This point leads to questions about who is able to participate in the public
sphere. As discussed in Chapter 3, considering the inclusivity of the public
sphere means asking questions about how material inequality may affect the
ways in which people can participate. Fraser (1990) questions the assumption
that people can take part as equals in the public sphere and that social
inequality is separated from this interaction. Fraser does not accept the
formal principle of ‘participatory parity’ and points out that informal, and
sometimes subtle, modes of domination and control are present in public
deliberation. She argues that subordinate and under-represented people are
often further disadvantaged because they do not have the necessary skills
and experience to engage in public discourse. For example, those who
experience some level of exclusion often lack experience in formal public
debate. However, given the rise of contentious politics (see Chapter 9) and
the growing frustration with contemporary social, economic and political
inequality, people are finding ever-new ways to express their concerns. They
are doing this by traditional means, such as writing to government repre-
sentatives, campaigning and protesting. However, individuals are reworking
these established activities in the networked digital age by adopting a more
networked organisational model and by using social media. This reworking
is hybrid, as the online and networked communication interacts with a range
of offline activities and organisations. Furthermore, although there is some
evidence of a digital divide in organising civic and political action, social
media accessed via mobile technology are proving a good tool for the
politically under-represented to self-organise. This may not have a transfor-
mative effect in terms of progressive social change but, nonetheless, concern
and issues are being expressed in the public sphere and being registered in
the political sensibility of the moment. This process is, therefore, enacting
communicative civic-ness.

The diversity and openness of communicative civic-ness relate to debates
about whether the development and proliferation of many competing publics
are a move away from greater democracy, rather than a step towards it. The
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assumption is that a ‘single comprehensive public sphere is better than multiple
publics’, because it will counter risks of fragmentation (Goode 2005, p.42).
In connection to this, as discussed in Chapter 3, Fraser extends her concern
with social inequality into the formation of discursive realms, arguing that
people need spaces where they can find their own voice independently in
order to clarify identities, build solidarities and interests. This frequently
entails developing constructions of identities in relation to an accepted sense
of ‘us’ – as, for example, in the idea of a ‘national interest’, which may serve
the interests of dominant, rather than subordinate, groups. This means that
subordinate groups require alternative – subaltern – spaces for deliberation,
although there is no evidence that such spaces are more democratic and
egalitarian than predominant ones. As Fraser (1990) writes, subaltern publics
can ‘function as spaces of withdrawal and regrouping’, but they can also act
as ‘bases and training grounds for agitational activities that are directed at wider
publics’ (Goode 2005, p.42). This does not suggest an ‘either/or’ situation,
but observes that the dialectic between both these functions is where the
potential for emancipatory action arises. Thus, new forms of organisation
and expression in the digital era, such as coming together through connective
action of various sorts and using social media forms of communication, are
creating more dynamic ways of engaging and participating.

Accepting the notion of communicative civic-ness, and the idea that political
culture is crafted from concerns in people’s personal and civic lives, raises
questions about the dynamics of democracy in the digital age. As noted in
Chapter 3, Grossi (2005) asserts that the processes of democracy, public
sphere(s) and communication flows have undergone systemic socio-economic
and politico-cultural change in the digital age. This book shows that they
have also changed in terms of patterns of engagement and participation, the
role of government, the communication environment and forms of inequality.
Grossi (2005) argues that the emancipative dimension of democracy, the
discursive nature of the public sphere and the participative value of linguistic-
communicative practices therefore all need to be understood and reassessed.
The examples of civic communication, engagement and participation in
Chapters 7 and 8 illustrate some of Grossi’s claims. He states that digital
communication, which includes social media, is embedded within changes in
the public sphere in late modernity by both flows of top-down political
communication and bottom-up discursive practices. These are part of the
development of alternative public issues, senses of multiple belonging and a
range of new rights. As he notes, it is difficult to map out fully the way in
which these types of public spheres work; however, one key element is that
they – or their constitutive parts – are communicative. Communication can
be seen as participative and as having agency (Habermas 1981) because it is
the foundation of vital worlds. Thus, communication is seen as a type of
action that can be both civic and political. However, there is ambiguity
about the transformative potential of communicative civic-ness and any of
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its related – and possibly hybrid – relations with other forms of action, such
as protest and campaigning, as well as general engagement and participatory
practices.

This relates to a point that Negt and Kluge made in the pre-digital era in
1972. They asked whether there is a need to consider how praxis is relevant
in the public sphere – because productive activity makes a contribution to
the public sphere as well as communication – and they suggested that praxis
in the public sphere would be emancipatory. They deemed praxis to be
inclusive because it includes material and cultural production as well as
political action. As discussed in Chapter 3, by raising this point, Negt and
Kluge (1972) open up the discussion about the public sphere beyond
discourse, to include communication, opinion-forming civic and political
culture. This links to Habermas’s (1981) arguments about ‘communicative
action’, which posit that it is possible to move to discourse if agreements or
understanding break down in other areas of civic and political life. This
focus on communicative action is helpful in steering between action based
on social, economic, political and cultural subject positions and abstract
discussion. It is particularly useful in examining what praxis means in a
diverse society where there are a range of interests, identities and positions
all seeking to find a voice in the public sphere or mediapolis.

Habermas (1989) recognises a number of associations and spaces for
debate within the public sphere and acknowledges that multiplicity is a
characteristic of the public sphere. Certainly, there is a multiplicity of associa-
tion and spaces in the contexts of civic and political communication, as dis-
cussed in Chapters 7 and 8. Communicative civic-ness is different, however,
because opinions arising from each of the different associations and different
spaces of debate are not necessarily directed towards each other and the
same centre of power – although protest is frequently targeted against the
neo-liberal compact of market and limited state power in Western democ-
racies. The new forms of connective action and uses of social media within
these public spheres show that associations are potentially open to everyone,
have fluid networks of members and cut across interest groups. However,
Fraser (1990) argues that distinctive publics and groups are still important in
delineating certain concerns and constituents and, indeed, as noted in
Chapter 9, protest is seen as the politics of the poor and excluded. She states
that this does not align with a totalising ethic of inclusivity, which may be
able to embrace diversity in both debate and in social life. However, she
recognises that an ethic is created through a shared or connective sensibility
that acts as a starting point for dialogue, discussion and conversation. She
argues for a public sphere in the form of an inclusive auditorium, including
a range of anterooms – some of which are open and inclusive, and others
which are reserved for particular groups and topics that require work and
clarification before entering into more open debate. The development of the
use of social media in personal and civic communication offers some
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potential for this. However, as shown in Chapters 7 and 8, this potential can
only be realised by the character of social relations in the surrounding
context.

Summary of the ‘communication, engagement and
participation complex’ in relation to developing a
framework of communicative civic-ness

The debate about participation and civic communication in civic life is a
long-standing one. In general terms, civic communication is understood as
being destabilised by the proliferation of media platforms, which is making it
difficult to control media messages. Furthermore, communication is diverse,
since it covers a wide range of local, national and global issues and perspectives.
These factors affect the ways that individuals and organisations communicate
with each other and engage in civic life. Social media are a key element of
these trends, because digitally supported social networks which are part of a
new – lived and communicative – political culture have the potential to
facilitate the creation of novel forms of civic society. However, social media
can either foster and enhance civic debate or reduce and constrain it, so
there is a need to understand the characteristics of social media tools and the
forms of social networking that shape the development of civic communication
and political discussion.

Civic participation is also becoming increasingly diverse, so any analysis of
it needs to consider why and how individuals use social media for civic
communication, what networks they use and which organisations they
communicate with. The types and scope of civic networks and the position
of organisations within these may range across local, national and international
networks, depending on the issue under discussion. In contemporary political
culture, organisations that were not traditionally seen as part of the media
environment are now engaging with the public via social media. For example,
local government uses social media to communicate with voluntary community
organisations and local residents, and global non-governmental organisations
use social media to mobilise opinion and action on a variety of issues. These
coexist alongside established media institutions such as public service
broadcasters, which operate at the national level and include social media as
one facet of their communication strategy. In addition, communication is
being undertaken by a range of self-organising networks, social movements
and other types of community and protest groups, which are expressing civic
concerns outside traditional forms of civic processes, leading to what Dutton
calls a ‘Fifth Estate’ (Dutton 2009). Dutton (2009) argues that the amount
of information on the World Wide Web (WWW) provides an independent
information resource for individuals. Individuals and groups can use this
information to challenge governments, the press, universities and other
public bodies, and to hold them to account. Equally, the WWW-enabled
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Fifth Estate is also a resource for civil society which has the potential to
support a more pluralistic form of democratic accountability.

These aspects are all producing a new environment of ‘civic media’ (Jenkins
2007). Jenkins and his colleagues at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology
Center for Civic Media in the US explore definitions of civic media, stressing
that any understanding of civic media needs to go beyond just focusing on
the technological medium and developments in journalism in the digital age.
Jenkins recognises that the design of technological tools is important, as are
developments in journalism such as citizen journalism. Nonetheless, he
argues that defining civic media involves understanding the social contexts
within which they operate and the cultural protocols that are part of their
use. He considers the term civic media to refer to the use of any media that
foster or enhance civic engagement, asserting that they should, therefore, be
as inclusive and broad as possible. This means bringing tools, practices and
participation all together into one framework. Of course, this raises questions
about how these diverse elements can be combined to form an entity with
some analytical power. If the framework is too broad and includes every-
thing, it will become hard for it to single out any insights about the relative
significance of each individual aspect within the domain or the ways they
relate to each other. If it is too narrow, it will not capture the complexity
and diversity of civic engagement, participation and communication.

A framework of civic participation: communicative civic-ness,
social media, civic networks and political culture

This book argues that civic participation and engagement are a key feature of
contemporary lived political culture. It proposes a dynamic framework which
includes the use of social media, their design and the social relations of modes of
participation – which all relate to each other dynamically. This means that users
exist in flexible andmalleable interactions, from their divergent perspectives on a
topic, their various types of relationships with an issue or issues, and their deci-
sions about how to communicate and what media configurations to use. There is
a general framework of resources and types of participation, but these are con-
figured in particular ways within a lived political culture that is embedded within
civic culture.Moreover, this book argues that lived political culture encompasses
both a general ethos and a set of relationships within different social contexts, as
well as particular instances of political and civic concern and expression, so the
configuration of communication, participation and civic concern is also adapted
to suit the context. The framework comprises:

� Hybrid engagers within the social relations of civic society.
� The ‘communication, engagement and participation complex’ of lived

political culture in the digital age.
� Seven distributed nodes of communicative civic-ness.
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Hybrid engagers within the social relations of civic society

As Chapters 7 and 8 show, individuals and groups have diverse perspectives
on any particular civic issue and engage with it in a variety of ways. People
will gain awareness of, interpret and participate in action to varying degrees
and in varying ways. Thus, people can be seen as hybrid engagers within
civic life (also see Wessels et al. 2013 for the use of this term in another
context). The examples and discussion about participation and the ways that
people use social media and, indeed, engage by becoming involved in the stories
and narratives that emerge from social media, show that they can be positioned
in different ways and can engage through different aspects of their sub-
jectivity and their specific senses of civic-ness. People engage and participate
in social media in a variety of ways. They use online and offline methods and
they integrate the two modes. They use an array of communication formats
to develop and share content, as well as developing hybrid ways to commu-
nicate that content across networks. The overall process that hybrid engagers
are involved in is one of mediated communication. People engage in the
narrative of chosen issues by drawing on different cultural and commu-
nicative resources, using different modes of engagement and participation to
engage in civic and political culture. This engagement can range in level –
from simply signing an online campaign to reposting an image meme whilst
participating in a protest. The mediation aspect of social media involves:
first, the design of the technological medium and platform; second, the
design of content, including the text, images and sound within the politics of
representation; and third, the civic imagination of those who engage in stories
about issues and the imagination of those who start to instigate civic concern
by beginning a narrative about a specific issue. These aspects are not
mutually exclusive – in fact, they interact with each other in networked and
hybrid ways.

Given this variety, the framework is based on a continuum of hybrid
engager ideal types. These include individuals, groups, crowds, protest net-
works, communities and online networks. The characteristics of each of
these can be configured and articulated in a number of ways. For example,
there is the hybrid engager who is a follower on Twitter and experiences the
narrative thread on Twitter in an individualised and relatively distanced way.
There are also people who take part in real-life protests and post image
memes to engage as protesters through a sense of commitment to a social
movement, who will actively participate in any subsequent work to further
their cause. Another type of hybrid engager is a person taking part in online
campaigns to express their concern about an issue, engaging with it closely
without becoming directly involved in any protest or lobbying work. These
hybrid engagers can configure in a number of ways so, for example, an
individual can follow one issue on Twitter, take part in a street protest about
another issue, and sign an online petition about a third concern, thus
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engaging in a range of ways and in relation to multiple issues. For instance, a
person can have one main concern and engage in a number of ways to sup-
port that issue by using social media, campaigning, taking part in community
meetings, and protesting. Or an individual can show their interest in just one
issue by one form of engagement, whether online or offline.

This continuum ranges from independent users taking on a supporting
role, to people participating in collective forms of community action group
engagement to advance a social issue. The first type is a highly individualised
and distanced position, with a low sense of civic-ness. The second has a high
sense of civic-ness. This continuum involves levels of engagement with
issues, ways of communicating those issues and the narratives used to
exemplify those issues. These senses of engagement are shaped by affect as
well as reason. Furthermore, the engagers’ and participants’ knowledge bases
and interests shape what can be termed as the ‘storying of issues’ in the
mediapolis. There is a dynamic relationship between all the actors involved
in an issue, who combine to create stories about civic concern and, through
that relationship, take it into the lived experience of political culture. This is
seen in an online campaign’s hybrid interaction with formal institutions such
as the mainstream press and government bodies, which gives the issue a
heightened political awareness (see Figure 10.1).

The use of social media is part of the mediated experience of con-
temporary civic life and political culture. How an issue is identified and by
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whom, how awareness is raised about it, and how a narrative is created via
social media all feature in the ways that specific engagers feel ‘close to’ or ‘far
away from’ an issue. Silverstone suggests that the ideal view is when an
engager feels close enough to understand an issue but far enough away to
maintain respect about its details. In the context of civic life, the mediated
experience of issues is crafted through the use of social media and the work
of other media and actors in any particular context. The social relations of
communicative civic-ness create the feel of an issue and determine how it
connects with people, as well as communicating the reasoning and justification
that underlie a certain issue and turn it into a political concern. The social
relations of communicative civic-ness and the way these relations determine
how social media are used in different contexts mould the experience of
engagement and participation. However, as discussed in Chapters 3 and 4,
diverse and individual expression in a shared arena involves being open and
respectful in spaces that can accommodate the development of narratives
about issues. This means understanding the way in which a range of hybrid
engagers, civic organisations such as community groups and social move-
ments, civic journalists, mainstream press and formal government all interact
to shape an issue. This involves contestation in symbolic terms that interact
with people’s understanding, concern and (to varying degrees) experience of
an issue. The media, including the use of social media, facilitate an imaginative
connection alongside concrete connections through action. The imaginative
aspect is as important as more tangible actions for fostering senses of civic
concern and, if open, extending that concern to be sensitive to a range of
civic issues from different places which involve divergent subject positions.
Thus, there is scope to create proper distance in a mediated civic sensibility
by using social media to develop narratives.

Wessels et al. (2013) assert that there is a relationship between the content
of an issue and the form of how that issue is narrated. The way in which
media are used is influential in creating a communicative sensibility, which
fosters identification with an issue and can also enable people to feel part of
a developing narrative. This is not to suggest that an issue can determine a
hybrid engager’s levels of engagement or participation, but to comment that
the narrative of an issue is civically developed. It is produced by the variety
of ways people may progress from tweeting to reporting a story as a citizen
journalist. The collaboration is not strongly organised or even, necessarily,
designed: instead, people, groups and communications join up in a dynamic
and flexible way to address an issue. The precise configurations vary and
they usually have a hybrid and connected character. In the process of
coming together, these dynamic, hybrid and connective networks create
ways to use the forms and language of social media, in order to foster a
range of hybrid engager distances. The communication becomes shaped in
these particular ways because in some instances social media are used to
raise awareness, in other cases they are used to recount under-reported
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incidents such as police brutality at protests, and in others they are used to
foster support for a campaign. In each of these instances, people will be
differently positioned as hybrid engagers and will want to engage to varying
degrees. Social media’s design means that they can be used to facilitate the
wide range of positions someone chooses to take in relation to an issue or
issues. Thus, Silverstone’s assertion that the mediapolis is a place where
voices can be heard in a civic sense shows that the use of social media can
facilitate ‘proper distance’ in the way they are used to communicate a range
of issues across networks of differently positioned interests and subjectivities
(see Figure 10.2). However, as this book explains, using social media to
organise action around civic concerns is not necessarily transformative or
successful in remedying an issue, or in producing social and political change.
This is because communication is only one dimension within a broader set
of social relations of political culture, to which the discussion now turns.

The ‘communication, engagement and participation complex’
of lived political culture in the digital age

Figure 10.3 depicts the main relationships and interactions between engage-
ment and participation, communication and civic life in the digital era. At an
abstract level, there is a relationship between individuals who have their own
interests and subject positions (i.e. hybrid engagers), and civic life and con-
text. This relationship is mediated through communication – whether as a
co-presence, in offline group communication, mass-media communication,

SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION
OF ISSUES

1) Who are the ‘others’ engaging with the story?

2) What cultural resources might those engaged bring?

3) How do people want to engage and participate?

In the context of civic
and political culture

HOW DOES SOCIAL MEDIA
DEMOMSTRATE THIS?

A PARTICULAR
CONTEXT/CASE

CONTENT

CONTEXT

Type of communication
and communication

practice

HYBRID-ENGAGERS

Individual

Group

Movement

Activist

Campaigner

Networked
communicator

Local action

Social
movement

Protest

Sharing

Following

Contributing

KNOWLEDGE

Figure 10.2 Sharing civic concerns in a networked digital age

Communicative civic-ness 159



or digitally networked mass self-communication. This is represented at each
end of the diagram and is linked across the top. The communication
between people and civic contexts involves a dynamic interplay between
interests and interpretations. Issues gain meaning through this interplay and
enter the subtleties of civic life to become part of lived political culture.

These high-level dynamics materialise and are enacted through a range of
social processes which are embedded in the social networks, nodes of con-
temporary civic life and lived political culture. Figure 10.3 shows that there
is a relationship between the types of engagement and participation taking
place, how communication features in different types of engagement and
participation, and the instances of communicative civic-ness within a wider
context of lived political culture. At one end of the continuum of that rela-
tionship is a range of people with varying interests and levels of engagement
who are hybrid civic engagers, and at the other end is what each engager is
referring to in terms of an issue’s scope and reach, and its related commu-
nity and/or network, which is called an issue network. An issue network can
encompass civic sensibility and action at local, regional, national, global or
(possibly) imagined levels. The work that fosters links between civic engagers
of various types and issue networks of various types are the interests of both
civic engagers and issue networks and their interpretations by hybrid civic
engagers, issue networks and other actors within civic contexts of lived
political culture. These are configured in different ways to weave meaning
into civic and political engagement that is built on and re-informs the
meanings of particular specifics of social life – which, at the same time,
draws on the way that meaning is shaped within the dynamics of social life.
This is not a tautology, nor are they both mutually reinforcing; rather, they
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Figure 10.3 The ‘communication, engagement and participation complex’
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enable an ongoing negotiation of meaning in social life that underpins the civic
meaningfulness generated through communicative civic-ness.

Seven distributed nodes of communicative civic-ness

The broad dynamics of all this materialises in concrete terms through access
to and use of resources, through different communication forms and media,
social networks, institutions, issues under discussion and the ways those
issues are made meaningful within political culture. My networked model is
made up of seven nodes of activity that relate to, and interact with, one another
(Figure 10.4). These are not physical or digital nodes, but communicative
civic spaces that capture facets of interests and interpretations which are, in
turn, then configured and communicated into varying levels of ongoing
activity. These types of nodes materialise and act in various ways within
networks of civic and political activity. They are distributed, since they are
not necessarily located in one place, organisation or context, but can each be
located and enacted in multiple settings, situations and contexts.

Distributed node 1: issues

This node focuses on issues that are raised and worked on in civic contexts.
These can vary, comprising the issues and concerns of individuals, groups,
communities and social movements, as well as more formal organisations
such as unions. This node also includes the development and use of news,
information, opinion, data, culture and politics that can be configured and
gain significance through the ways they are interpreted and shared across
networks and contexts.

Sociality of Issues

Engaging/Participating

Representation/
Narrative

Crafting Communication

Hybridity

Mixed Use of Digital
Media

ISSUES

Figure 10.4 Distributed nodes: sharing civic concerns in a networked digital age
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Distributed node 2: sociality of issues

This is an activity-based node. The node comprises the spaces in which
issues are interpreted in relation to users’ knowledge of various sources, the
credibility and people’s perceptions of the issue, trust for those involved in
raising awareness of the issue, campaigning for it and mobilising around it.
The node involves emotional engagement in the issue as well as reasoning
within a civic conversation. It also entails the use of various online and offline
communication media within the public sphere, including the mediapolis as
an online space for communicating civic and political issues.

Distributed node 3: mixed use of digital technology

This node covers the communication-based activity that uses digital media,
including social media. It is evident within this node how different digital
technologies are employed to raise awareness, network and mobilise around
civic issues. Digital technologies are used to mix, use and reuse information
and data, to report and interpret issues, to connect people across a network
and to coordinate action. Social media are part of the mixed use of digital
technology and are positioned within a broader media and communications
environment. They are used to raise awareness, to connect people, to
involve individuals at an emotional level, to develop a narrative around an
issue and to mobilise people. Their level of impact depends on the sociality
of the issue (node 2) and the quality of the social relations of engagement
and participation (node 4). This node is concerned with the integration of
media sources and the configuration of media use, both in applications and
platforms, as well as in usage.

Distributed node 4: engagement and participation

There are differing definitions of engagement in relation to participation. In
this node, it refers to engagement that involves reflection or knowledge, as
well as action. There are moments when a civic engager switches to a parti-
cipatory role, although there is no clear-cut line between engagement and
participation. Engagement relates to the ways that people are interested in an
issue, and how they find out about it, follow, share and attract other people
to it. In many ways, engagement is a type of participation because a person,
group or community becomes involved in an issue.

In the digital age, the transition to participation can be subtle, since once a
person starts to feel part of an issue, they engage with it emotionally and/or
through reason, and the point of participation happens when they then
communicate their thoughts and feelings. This is where communicative civic-
ness occurs. Communication is an active behaviour which produces a parti-
cipatory logic when it is combined with civic sensibility. The participatory
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logic is extended because of the hybrid character of connective action, which
means that communication can interact with formal political institutions as
well as with other forms of self-organised citizen action. In this book, therefore,
the terms participation and engagement are used interchangeably, whilst
being mindful about the distinction noted by Dahlgren (2006) that engage-
ment refers to some interest in an issue, whereas participation denotes any
practical action taken to support an issue. It is important to recognise that
there are different levels and types of engagement and participation; how-
ever, it is equally important to appreciate that the different levels and types
of engagement and participation are dynamic, interchangeable and varying in
character and scope.

Distributed node 5: hybridity in creating issues

This node centres on the ways that individuals, groups, networks and insti-
tutions identify issues, communicate their concerns about those issues, and
with whom. It focuses on how people select topics of debate, and how social
media users on various platforms decide what to focus on. This may involve
tendencies to select in line with a wider sense of civic-ness and political
expediency, whether known through networks or through more traditional
civic society lenses. In social media and the digital communications envir-
onment, the articulation of issues is an interactive process that can involve a
range of actors who are configured in different ways. Sometimes the selec-
tion of an issue is crowd-based, Twitter-based or social movement-based; at
other times, formal institutions such as the press, government and think
tanks can make the selection. Again, issues develop in dynamic ways and
depend on interaction between the actors involved, and levels of active
engagement, participation or passive following.

Distributed node 6: representation and narrative

This node is embedded in practices of representation – including social and
digital media as well as traditional media – and the ways in which people
express their ideas and thoughts. The work of representation is central to
determining how issues are considered, shaped, expressed and circulated. It
also involves the negotiation of identity and roles within issue stories and
issue networks, as well as in any mobilising, activist or other protest activity.
Social media have a dynamic aspect in terms of representation, since they
enable a wide range of individuals to feed into an evolving narrative that
shapes the representation of an issue – through, for example, the use of
memes and Twitter feeds. Representation is a key feature of the way that
opinions can be expressed and their power in relation to other voices, and
what those other voices stand for within a differentiated public sphere and
mediapolis.
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Distributed node 7: crafting communication within the design of
communication tools

This node focuses on the ways that social actors develop varying skills in
engaging civic communication and in political communication, using tools
and networks to craft ways of communicating. Embedded within these skills
are levels of written literacy, media literacy and digital literacy. This node also
covers the technologies that facilitate communication and engagement.
Although the tools do not determine communication or participation, they
shape the way in which communication can be crafted and how any com-
munication can be distributed across a range of possible individuals, groups,
communities, organisations and institutions. The design of social media also
determines the kind of communication that can take place, and shapes what can
be communicated in particular types of networks, such as individualised, com-
munity or crowd-based relations. The people engaging and participating in
various types of civic communication understand how different social media
platforms work and the types of communication gaps each platform has. Based
on this knowledge, they select what type of platform to use for a particular
aspect of their communication practice and context. People use diverse config-
urations of social media platforms as well as sometimes preferring to use one
single platform, such as Twitter, to follow a trending topic or issue.

Conclusion

This chapter has discussed the dynamics of social media in civic commu-
nication in the context of lived political culture. It has provided a new
conceptual framework for analysing civic participation through the lens of
communicative civic-ness. The theoretical framework shows that engagement
and participation in civic life emerge through a relationship between hybrid
engagers and a range of issues. This is enacted through the seven distributed
nodes of communicative civic-ness. The nodes exist in a dynamic relation to
one another. They each have a level of autonomy, since they all have specific
characteristics that act in particular ways. However, those characteristics are
only enacted as communicative civic-ness when each comes together around
a particular issue and social network of lived political culture. The levels of
autonomy, their enactment and the way they connect with political commu-
nication creates the sociality of civic culture. As this sociality interacts with the
broader dynamics of social media, it generates a communicative civic-ness
that is embedded in political culture as it is lived and reimagined in people’s
negotiations and contestations of social and political life. This is understood
and felt at a personal level, and acknowledged and rendered as valid in civic life.

Embedding social media in the social relations of civic life moves social
media from being a form of mass self-communication to one that is a feature
of the new relations of political communication and culture. Lived political
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culture involves everyday experiences, concerns, values, affinities, conflicts,
reflection and discussion, networks and knowledge, and these frame practices
of communication and discussion in the civic realm (Dahlgren 2003). They
become acknowledged, identified with and shared through a communicative
civic-ness that shapes the meanings of civic issues and the ways they are
communicated in social media, and influences how issues are represented
and discussed. The way in which social media are used in connective and
hybrid communication feeds into lived political culture. In so doing, social
media support the process through which issues and people in different
subject positions can engage with, and participate in, civic debate. To varying
degrees, they also shape and foster political participation and/or deliberation
in the civic arena (Teorell 2006), although there is some uncertainty about
the quality and character of how this type of engagement and participation
in civic life feeds into democratic processes to support progressive and
accountable social transformation and change.
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Chapter 11

Conclusion
Communicative civic-ness

This book has sought to explain how social media use is interacting with the
ways people are finding to express the issues that they feel are important. It
has examined the question of how open, user-generated and networked
communication media facilitate civic communication. Civic communication
refers to the way in which people, groups, communities and movements
communicate and organise to raise awareness about an issue, share it, increase
support for it and, possibly, mobilise a response to it. The use of social
media in these types of contexts enables communication that is outside
formal political communication and democratic processes. Social media are
also allowing people to express a range of issues outside any media regulation,
which therefore has the potential to contribute to a more diverse and vibrant
public sphere. There are, however, a number of concerns arising from this,
including the ethics of communication needed to ensure that communication
is inclusive and respectful. The context of the use of social media in the civic
sphere is, on the one hand, an extension of civic engagement and participa-
tion as classically understood by writers such as Almond and Verba (1963)
and Putnam (2000), and, on the other hand, a result of people’s frustration
with formal politics leading them to create other ways to express their feelings
and mobilise action. This book has reviewed examples from both types of
civic engagement. For example, it discussed the way in which traditional
types of civic organisations such as community groups are using social
media, as well as new types of Internet-centred protest movements. There are
a variety of civic organisations and networks, and each of these is adapting
and using social media in different ways. The diversity of communication
and networks demonstrates that the context and the social relations of that
context shape the use of social media.

It is also important to consider a further point in relation to the context of
use: that civic communication is also a form of public communication. In
many ways, it merges personal and public communication and frames
instances of communication within civic terms. The use of social media as a
form of mass self-communication supports this, by enabling personal
expression to feed into wider networked communication, such as a Twitter



feed or by posting image memes. Given the public aspect of social media
communication, it is important to understand that the public sphere com-
prises one part of the context including an issue, content and social networks,
as well as understanding how the public sphere relates to civic and political
culture. This starts to move the discussion towards the characteristics of
relationships between people and formal political organisations, i.e. to poli-
tical culture as classically understood by those such as Almond and Verba
(1963). However, the original notion of political culture based on function-
alism is limited, because it is ethnocentric and fails to recognise the diversity
of citizens’ civic cultures. This book has therefore developed the concept
further, in order to include the richness and meaning of relationships
between people and governments. Drawing on a range of developments
around the concept, this book has examined the idea of lived political cul-
ture, which asserts that politics is part of social relations and is experienced
in the negotiations and contestations of social life. However, this idea of
lived political culture needs to be considered in relation to formal demo-
cratic politics and processes because, as discussed in Chapter 2, there are
various types of democratic arrangements and each type requires a different
specific level and type of participation. There are advantages and dis-
advantages to the different forms of democracy, as well as arguments for
higher or lower levels of participation. These debates are ongoing, but they
highlight the fact that there is a delicate balance between enabling ways of
engaging, and ensuring that political decision making holds legitimacy across
society.

The processes of engagement and participation used to foster an open and
inclusive democratic society align with concerns about the strength of civic
culture. Traditionally, civic culture has been seen as the space in which
people identify and discuss their concerns, which are sometimes internal to
one group and at other times extend across a number of groups. Opportu-
nities for people to engage in civic culture arise through a range of organi-
sations and institutions such as community groups, educational groups, the
Church and so on. In addition, this is now being supplemented by the
growth of new social movements and single-issue politics in the civic sphere,
which cut across interests and subject positions. This increasingly diverse
civic culture provides both the opportunity to foster a more diverse and
open political culture and, conversely, the possibility of fragmenting political
culture. The role of the public sphere is significant because civic culture is
shaped by a variety of factors and there is a continuous risk that it might be
overwhelmed by extreme views. The public sphere can remain a space for
public debate by functioning as a check on any such colonisation. This
means that it has become a site for negotiations of symbolic meaning and
power, which are played out through the media. Thus, the media’s account-
ability, technology and content are all key considerations for sustaining an
open civil society. One way to examine how the media feature in the public
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sphere and in civic life is by using the notion of the mediapolis – that is, the
mediated space for discourse and politics.

Digital media, including social media, are part of the mediapolis.
The way they can be adapted for use in various civic contexts and can
enable networked communication means that social media are supporting
the development of interactions and relationships between people. This is
resulting in novel forms of civil society which are emerging through the
social networks being developed through communication – the rise of
social media is a key feature of these trends. These media and commu-
nication tools and networks are seen as a new aspect of political culture.
Indeed, as this book has discussed, Silverstone (2006) reinforces Dahlgren’s
(2009) point by arguing that social media are part of a mediated public
space where contemporary civic and political life finds its place at national
and global levels. Silverstone (2006) recognises that the media are a sig-
nificant aspect of the way that individuals make sense of social life, form
political discourse and engage in action. He further notes that the char-
acteristics of social media and the way they are used have consequences,
since media can liberate the possibility of collective action, or fragment
understandings and undermine public debate. Silverstone’s (2006) point is
particularly pertinent to social media because there is not yet a clear
understanding of social media’s potential to foster deliberative democracy,
in terms of both the characteristics of social media tools and any attendant
new forms of social networking in the formation of political discourse
and action.

This book has shown that the use of social media is shaped by the social
relations of their civic use and by the context surrounding a particular topic.
Decisions about what types of social media are used are shaped by the
design of each technological platform, while the characteristics of each type
of social media platform shape the kind of communication that can take
place. The design of social media influences what can be communicated to
whom, and in what way. In general terms, social media can foster indivi-
dualised communication, community communication and crowd-based
communication. For example, the micro-blogging service Twitter operates at
the individual level, communicating in 140-character messages. Social-graph
media, such as Facebook and Com-me-Toolkit, are configured using various
social media that enable community-based communication in diverse ways.
The power of the public is mobilised via crowdfunding social media, as used
in Barack Obama’s 2008 US presidential election campaign, for example.
Furthermore, social media can give people a feeling of belonging, as they use
them to develop narratives that foster senses of affective involvement, as well
as those that appeal to reason. These different platforms are used in civic
communication, and each is adapted for use in relation to how it helps a
network of people to communicate and engage other people and other
networks in an issue, to campaign or to protest.
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Social media are networked and interactive, allow for mass self-
communication, and link with other media forms. All these three aspects are
harnessed in developing ways to communicate in the civic sphere. As the
above discussion shows, different social media afford different forms of
communication that have specific characteristics. These characteristics vary
along a continuum of highly individualised short Twitter comments, to
communities of interest organised via Facebook, to committed bloggers and
activists who frequently post their thoughts and opinions. The networked
character of this communication and its multi-modality means that its content
can be shared in numerous ways, within networks and amongst networks of
networks. The organisation of the communication is often hybrid, since it
connects followers, members and participants around a particular issue, but
it also links to mainstream media and formal political organisations. The
interconnections, relationships and interactions of communication via social
media are created through the seven distributed nodes of civic communica-
tion (see Chapter 10). Some social media-based communications connects
with institutions, whereas others circumvent official authority frameworks.
In an age of contentious politics, some people choose to circumvent formal
political processes, and can do so using social media.

The discussion in Chapter 9 about the development of neo-liberal politics
reveals that many people do not believe that mainstream, formal politics is
adequately addressing a range of contemporary issues. This means that some
people who are estranged from traditional politics are extensively involved in
other political activities, and may view their non-participation as a political
act. Although there is some merit in the suggestion that the growth of neo-
liberalism and political actors’ failure to challenge it are directly responsible
for a decline in engagement with formal politics, this may be a slightly over-
stated account. Increased political participation may go some way towards
reconnecting people with formal politics; however, it does not offer a com-
plete solution because of the more deeply embedded issues, such as political
inequality and polarising political positions. In this context, various types of
engagement and participation are emerging, including activism, local action
groups, social movements and civil protest, as well as contributing to
communication forums on social media.

Drawing on the focus of political culture entails examining how political
systems are constructed, how citizens engage with them, and why they do so.
Political culture considers the relationship between citizens and political
elites, which is not tightly integrated because of the current disaffection with
politics alongside increasing political inequality. The rise of contentious
politics, protest movements, and the further development of campaigning
and community action groups suggest not only a vibrant civic culture, but
also a dissatisfaction with formal politics. Within the diverse theories of
political culture (Inglehart and Welzel, http://isites.harvard.edu/fs/docs/icb.
topic96263.files/culture_democracy.pdf, accessed 3 January 2017), there is a
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general proposition that the persistence of democratic institutions at a
system level is linked to mass tendencies in individual-level attitudes and
value orientations (Lerner 1958; Almond and Verba 1963; Eckstein 1966).
Although this book has discussed extensively the limitations of this defini-
tion, nonetheless it does draw attention to the relations between people and
democracy. This relationship includes the ways that political elites make
decisions based on their own norms and attitudes, as well as taking into
account the norms and attitudes of citizens. Another aspect of the link
between people and democracy is how people relate to government and to
other citizens. The basic argument is that political systems depend on people’s
perspectives about, and attitudes towards, a political system, and these atti-
tudes are shaped within civic culture. Therefore, the ways that people come
together in civic communication and interaction shape the character of
democracy, its maintenance or decline. It is therefore important to consider
civic culture and communication, because they create the space where
democratic norms are experienced in everyday life. The reasoning behind
this follows de Tocqueville (2000 [1837]), who sees democracy as a system of
government whose principles are practised at the grassroots level by citizens
experiencing democratic norms in their everyday lives. According to this
communitarian point of view, the ways in which people connect with each
other in daily life help to foster understanding between them.

It is possible to trace, and enrich, our understanding about the ways that
people engage with each other across social and political networks by using
the idea of communicative civic-ness and lived political culture. People
identify with and engage in civic culture as hybrid subjects and actors, since
each person has a range of interests and subject positions and acts on them
in different ways. These ways of engaging and participating are enabled by
civic networks and senses of civic concerns that do not necessarily derive
from one shared standpoint. Instead, numerous issues are being raised by
different configurations of individuals and groups, so that each issue gains its
own level of influence and group(s) of followers. There is, therefore, an
openness that allows people to organise and communicate a range of issues
that matter to them personally, as well as civically. In this sense, commu-
nication in the civic sphere is open and democratic. Furthermore, given that
mediated communication involves the negotiation of symbolic life, it makes
communication political. The dynamic and networked character of commu-
nicative civic-ness is embedded within political culture – but a political
culture that is understood as a lived political culture. Thus, acts of commu-
nication do not represent the kind of political communication within poli-
tical culture classically perceived by Almond and Verba (1963), because
communicative civic-ness is created by, and exists within, social and civic
networks that may (or may not) interact with formal political organisations.

A further related point is that the social action of communicative civic-
ness is part of the contemporary shaping of political culture. This moves on
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from Almond and Verba’s (1963) concept of political culture, to view political
culture as something that is lived. What lived political culture refers to is the
way political sensibility is created through humans interacting civically, cultu-
rally and politically in their associations. Thus, as Goldfarb (2012) argues, it
is through the variety of human interactions in their patterns of association
that political culture can be observed, appraised and reinvented. Here, as the
book shows, we see many digital and pre-digital ways of engaging and parti-
cipating, and a mixture of the two that inform the practices of communicating
and interacting in a variety of patterns of associations in contemporary civic
and political life. The combination of all these forms of engagement and
participation creates what this book calls ‘communicative civic-ness’.

As Chapter 10 discussed in detail, the mechanism of communicative civic-
ness entails complex acts of engagement and participation, communication
and civic life, in which there is a relationship between people who each have
their own interests, subjective perspectives, civic life and context. This rela-
tionship is mediated through communication – whether as a co-presence, in
offline group communication, mass-media communication, or digitally net-
worked mass self-communication. The model of engagement is dynamic and
networked, which configures in various ways over time. The network is
enabled through seven distributed nodes:

1 Issues.
2 Sociality of issues.
3 Mixed use of digital technology, including social media.
4 Engagement and participation.
5 Hybridity in creating issues.
6 Representation and narrative.
7 Crafting communication within the design of communication tools.

This organisation of distributed nodes shows that the relations between
people in the civic sphere are networked, dynamic and communicative.
Furthermore, the way it behaves shows that there is no longer a stable set of
values amongst people which relate to a political system’s set of values. This
reveals: (a) a diversity of interests and subjective positions; and (b) a polar-
isation of issues and positions. The first can be seen in the range of online
campaigning activities, and the second in the London riots. This new
conceptual framework shows how civic engagement and participation are
organised in a digital networked age. It also identifies the network and nodes
through which social media are becoming used as civic media. Furthermore,
the framework is a sensitising one, showing that social media have the
potential to take forms of debate in a number of different directions in
relation to various civic networks and organisations. Some of these may
reinforce classically conceived democratic processes, while others may threaten
those processes.
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The development of a new framework of communicative civic-ness seeks
to aid a better-informed debate about social media’s capacity to support the
pluralistic discussions that underpin deliberative democratic processes, and
to identify ways to achieve that outcome. Communicative civic-ness has the
potential to support a vibrant democracy, by opening up a public and political
space where people can engage and participate, which, in turn, requires a
democracy that can engage with it. However, conversely, communicative
civic-ness can also function in a way that is not open and respectful, where
communication does not practise proper distance, and which can then
be colonised by extreme views or by those with particular political and eco-
nomic agendas. To guard against such threats means finding ways to support
a rich and open sense of civic and political engagement and participation.
The nub of the argument is that natural law notions of politics fail to take
into account the wider meaning of politics, including morality, virtue, practical
wisdom and civic humanism. Furthermore, they do not fully recognise
phronesis within citizens’ personal and public everyday life, or the way that
civic and civil culture can open up space for reflexivity and participation.
This highlights the interrelationship between engagement and participation
in civic life. The link between engaging and participating in something
involves a range of abilities, such as having the resources to participate
practically, having the knowledge of how to participate, having relations with
people and the means to communicate. These are all shaped by the cultural
context of engagement and participation, and the diverse ways in which
people might participate. In terms of policy recommendations, there needs
to be a development of civic resources, civically supported education and
training, and support for civic communication. Together, these can facilitate
an open and vibrant political culture that is rooted in lived experience and
which shapes a lived political culture that is relevant to people.

The rise of social media in civic life, as well as in public and private life, is
enabling both engagement with issues and participation – however that is
defined by the participants. There are, however, dangers in reducing the
argument solely to an idealised sense of how people choose to practise
phronesis (or not), and to what degree everyday life can facilitate this. It is
important to remember that civic culture conveys a sense of civic life that
respects individual and collective social life, and consider how that relates to
senses of democratic process. The terms civic engagement and participation
convey both individual and collective forms of action that identify and
address issues of public concern. Civic engagement and participation also
involve public decision making and its governance across a wide array of
public interest areas. These range from how and by whom a community’s
resources are allocated, to issues of national and international concern about
human rights and well-being. The principles of civic engagement and parti-
cipation underpin a basic tenet of democratic governance, which is that
sovereignty ultimately resides in people as the citizenry. In short, civic
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engagement and participation are about people’s right to define the public
good, determine the policies by which they will seek this, and reform or
replace institutions that do not serve that end. This perspective not only
questions what civic culture is and how people can communicate and orga-
nise in civic ways, but also requires a democratic process of decision making
that is seen as legitimate by a democratic electorate, as well as being equal
and inclusive in the negotiation of a networked, connective and collective
social life.

In addition to the level of participation – which includes engagement and
communication – its quality also remains an important aspect of ensuring
democratic society. Social media can be used as a tool of greater engagement
and participation, but the character and quality of that participation are
constantly under scrutiny, because they can be used in various ways – for
either progressive or, conversely, reactionary purposes. This requires taking
into account the design and use of social media by civic networks. The per-
ception of greater engagement and participation in a networked digital age is
problematic – not just in terms of quality, but also in how civic culture is
being reworked – because it can either reduce or increase political inequality.
Therefore, to assess the use of social media, it is important to consider the
significance of how humans come together to act in political culture. This
book argues that the workings of political culture need to be explored by
examining humans interacting civically, culturally and politically. It is
through the variety of human interactions and patterns of association that
political culture can be observed, appraised and reinvented. This book has
contributed to this knowledge by explaining how a communicative civic-ness
is developing, and exploring some of the consequent limitations. Further-
more, the concept shows that political culture is becoming increasingly
complex in a networked, digital age, as well as being characterised by political
inequality and a loss of vision for progressive democratic politics.
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