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ConferenCe theme

Political Agency in the Digital Age

 Media, Participation and Democracy

Research on media and politics has traditionally tended towards 

separating the sphere of politics from political processes in other 

societal spheres, focusing on parliamentarian politics and formal, 

institutionalised interest group politics (e.g. unions).

At the same time, there has been a tendency to focus on elites, 

whether political, corporate, media or cultural. 

With the emergence of digital media, the research agenda within 

WKH�¿HOG�RI�PHGLD�DQG�SROLWLFV�UHVHDUFK�LV�VKLIWLQJ�WRZDUGV�
exploring interrelations between institutionalised politics and 

political processes in other societal spheres, and moving beyond 

elites to also include “ordinary” people. 

The personalisation of digital media and the rise of 

user-generated content have led to an increased interest in 

personal self-expression of citizens at an individual level as a 

political act. 

While this represents an important development, it also warrants 

fundamental questions about what counts as politics and who 

count as political actors. At the same time euphoric accounts of 

the potential of digital media for political agency are questioned 

critically both in terms of actual potential and the wider structures 

in which they are embedded. 

The conference addresses questions of shifting agency in 

connection with changing media technologies, while 

considering a dialectical relationship between social and 

media-related change.

SeCtion deSCription

Communication and Democracy

The Communication and Democracy section of ECREA promotes 

thought provoking research on the dynamic relationship between 

media, communication and democracy. 

It encourages interaction among scholars who are conducting 

research on this relationship in consolidated, as well as emerging,

democracies, the Communication and Democracy section 

explores sound theoretical analyses, backed up by empirical 

research, be it quantitative, qualitative or a combination of both, 

and welcomes interdisciplinary approaches to the different issues 

and topics. As such, a non-media centric approach is preferred,

allowing dialogue among different disciplines to develop.

The Communication and Democracy section also welcomes 

contributions from young scholars and aims at being representative 

of the different scholarly and linguistic traditions of European 

research in communication.

Management Team: 

Julie Uldam (chair)

Maria Kyriakidou (vice-chair)

Anne Kaun (vice-chair)



7KH�ZRUG�µWRSRORJ\¶�LV�PXFK�DEXVHG��EXW�WKHUH�LV�VRPHWKLQJ�GLI¿FXOW�DQG�SX]]OLQJ�
KRZ�SXEOLF�HQJDJHPHQW�LV�WRGD\�FRQ¿JXUHG�LQ�VSDFH��DQG�RQH�ZD\�RI�FDSWXULQJ�
this is through the idea that the topology of public engagement is changing. 

Building on the argument of Couldry’s 2014 article ‘The Myth of Us’ (in Information 

Communication and Society), this talk will consider further how we can think 

spatially about the social processes that underlie the traces of politics in social 

PHGLD��5HWXUQLQJ�WR�1DQF\�)UDVHU¶V�FHOHEUDWHG������DUWLFOH�RQ�µ7UDQVQDWLRQDOL]LQJ�
the Public Sphere’, Couldry will argue that Fraser underestimates the complexity 

RI�KRZ�WKH�SXEOLF�VSKHUH�LV�EHLQJ�WUDQVQDWLRQDOL]HG��DQG�LQ�SDUWLFXODU�WKH�complexities 

of how engagement now operates within still-existing national public spheres. 

This complexity is indeed a matter of topology, that is, the minimal degree of 

spatial complexity that national deliberations now involve. Focussing on this 

raises new questions about what is needed for a better and more democratic 

culture on all scales. 
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Digital media are commonly thought to facilitate the individualisation and 

personalisation of politics as they allow more scope for self-expression and 

VHOI�RUJDQL]DWLRQ��OLPLWLQJ�WKH�QHHG�IRU�JUDQG�LGHRORJLHV�DQG�IRUPDO�RUJDQL]DWLRQV��
7KLV�KDV�UDLVHG�LPSRUWDQW�TXHVWLRQV�DERXW�WKH�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�WKH�µFROOHFWLYH¶�LQ�
collective action, about our understanding of political actors and their agency 

WR�HIIHFW�FKDQJH��'UDZLQJ� IURP�WKH�¿HOGV�RI�RUJDQL]DWLRQDO�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ��
media studies and social movement research, this talk outlines some of the 

ZD\V�LQ�ZKLFK�ZH�FDQ�FRQFHSWXDOL]H�WKH�FROOHFWLYH�LQ�WKH�GLJLWDO�DJH��,W�IRFXVHV�
on the collective as a phenomenon that is always in-process, as an open and 

inherently contradictory project, and suggests that to understand the role of 

digital media in its formation, we need to examine them as part of a broader 

communication ecology. The process of creating the collective involves the 

FRQWLQXRXV�QHJRWLDWLRQ�DQG�UHGH¿QLWLRQ�RI�LWV�ERXQGDULHV�DQG�VKDUHG�FRGHV��
a process that unfolds in a variety of sites with different affordances for interaction. 

This more open conceptualisation of the collective also entails a different under-

standing of political agency that acknowledges its multiple and situated character.

Rethinking the Collective in the Digital Age

London School of Economics and Political Science

Nick Couldry

The changing topology of public engagement
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Book launch: 

Civic Engagement and Social Media: 

Political Participation beyond Protest

Chairs: Julie Uldam and Anne Vestergaard

Annenberg School for Communication

Guobin Yang

This paper explores the changing meanings of activism using Raymond Williams’ 

keyword approach. The two editions of Williams’ Keywords capture the spirit 

of his times with analyses of such keywords as radical, revolution, violence, 

and liberation. Conspicuously absent from Williams’ classic is the word activism. 

However, in the decades since, but especially since the 1990s, activism has 

become a magic word in contemporary cultural and political discourse in proportion 

to a growing disenchantment with revolution and liberation. What does the 

ascendance of activism reveal about contemporary culture, society, and politics? 

Did the development of new communication technologies reinvigorate activism? 

+RZ�GLG�WKH�$UDE�6SULQJ�DQG�WKH�JOREDO�³2FFXS\ �́SURWHVWV�UHGH¿QH�WKH�PHDQLQJ�
of activism? A keyword study of activism may provide a unique angle for 

understanding the meanings of political agency in the digital age.

Activism: 

An Ambiguous Word for an Ambivalent Age


