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1

INTRODUCTION

Prologue

We are in deep shit, literally and figuratively. The urgency of the current con-
dition negates any convention of politeness. Democracy is in danger.
Authoritarian, exclusionary, and outright fascist politics are on the rise glob-
ally. Trust in democratic institutions is in decline. Political participation is min-
imal. Democracy has become a popularity contest.

The Earth, our very condition of existence, is in danger. Our environment
is in crisis, polluted, and drowning in waste of all sorts, human and non-hu-
man. The pervasive logics of neoliberal capitalism rely on waste and excess.
Each year, we and our pets produce 4,000 billion tonnes of excrement
(Anderson, 2024). We buy, we consume, and we throw away, realising, yet
ignoring, that what we felt we needed was just a fabricated desire. The things
we need have a pre-defined lifespan. Neoliberal capitalism ensures it through
planned obsolescence. It orders our societies in ways that guarantee its repro-
duction: Want more, need more, say more, do more. We have become “the
genital organs of Capital” (Han, 2017).

We turn to the media to tell us about the things that matter, but we get
manufactured cycles of non-news: Clickbait, the dress a celebrity wore at some
event, the city a royalty visited, and weeks of coverage for a dance at the
Olympics. Rather than strengthening democracy by speaking truth to power,
our media are eroding and hollowing it out (Fenton, 2025). We turn to social
media to personalise our news, but we get more clickbait, more vulgarity, and
more non-news: Disinformation, conspiracy theories, emotive content, nega-
tivity, hate. Democracies are mediated, but our digital media are not fit for
purpose (Couldry, 2025).
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2 The Discursive-Digital Link

Some say polarisation is on the rise; that we are growing apart. They blame
digital media for it. But did not those very digital media also give us the Arab
Spring, the Iranian Green Movement, Me Too, Occupy Wall Street, and Black
Lives Matter? Some blame the politicians and their divisive rhetoric. But did
not people encourage that very rhetoric by reacting positively to it or by vot-
ing for those politicians? Some blame media concentration for polarisation.
But if media had such a profound effect on opinions, why could they not stop
COVID-19 anti-vaccination conspiracy theories or social upheavals across the
world?

This book is a reflection on such questions. The answer it provides is simul-
tancously simple and complex: None of the above components can individu-
ally cause polarisation, nor solidarity. These components are entangled.
Discourse and identity manifest and are communicated through digital media,
but these media are not faithful messengers. They shape and transform the
discourses manifesting on them. Discourses, identities, and digital media are
themselves entangled in the hegemonic structural dynamics of the current
world. This book, then, is about entanglements.

Throughout the book, an argument—a social ontology—develops, deline-
ating how structural dynamics, the discursive, the digital, and other compo-
nents create entangled hierarchical structures. Neglecting each component
will lead to an incomplete, reductionist understanding, potentially misleading
us in identifying problems and proposing solutions. The urgency of our cur-
rent condition requires adopting holistic approaches that can address the
entangled complexities of our digitally mediated lives.

The Discursive-Digital Link posits one such perspective. In this book, I
theorise how the entangled hierarchical structures form through articulation,
how the discursive-digital entanglements can be studied, and what articulatory
logics can transform the discursive-digital links towards progress or
polarisation.

The Formation of Sedimentary Rocks

Let us begin with a story.

Erosion

Nyxel, Zorta, and Kelum are waiting for a ride-hailing car to take them to the
shopping mall. They are recent university graduates, preparing to start their
careers. Today, they are out to buy outfits of certain colours from specific
brands. According to the influencers they follow, these colours and designs
will significantly increase their chances of success in a job interview. It is a
competitive job market, and they are not going to lose an opportunity just
because of lousy wardrobe decisions.
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There is some time until their ride arrives, and a relatively long drive to the
mall after it. They take out their phones to catch up with the events of the day.
An election is coming up, and the running candidates and parties hold strik-
ingly different views. Nyxel, Zorta, and Kelum are opposed to the views of one
particular party, so they hope, and do their best, that the party does not win.
Nyxel and Zorta support the other major party, while Kelum supports an inde-
pendent candidate. They all follow the news and discussions about the election
on a digital platform popular among people their age.

Nyxel follows a simple rule online: Do not feed the troll. Scrolling through
the hundreds of posts discussing the upcoming election, Nyxel reposts any-
thing that supports their preferred candidate, replies to some posts in agree-
ment, adds supplementary views, and tags other university friends below some
posts to increase the visibility and support for their candidate of choice. For
posts in support of the opposing candidate, Nyxel invokes their ruling princi-
ple of not feeding the troll. Nyxel simply ignores those posts.

Zorta has a different approach: Fight the troll. Zorta argues that most of
their followers and friends already agree on who to vote for, so reposts, tags,
and shares do not add much value. Instead, Zorta believes true activism comes
through directly engaging with the supporters of the other candidate.
Therefore, Zorta actively comments and replies to such posts, refuting their
claims, pointing to the flaws in their arguments, and fact-checking the misin-
formation they share. On their own profile page, Zorta invites their followers
and friends to do the same, trying to convince them that fighting the troll is a
better strategy than not feeding it.

Kelum disagrees with Nyxel and Zorta, arguing that both major parties
serve their own agendas, are heavily influenced by lobbyists, and that neither
Nyxel’s nor Zorta’s approach is effective in bringing about change in society.
Rather than relying solely on digital activism, Kelum believes in supporting
progressive, independent candidates through door-to-door campaigns, dona-
tions, and raising awareness. On the digital platform, Kelum actively posts in
support of the independent candidate and their policies and refrains from
engaging with any posts supporting candidates from the two major parties.

Transportation

On a remote island, Varian has just completed a high-intensity workout with
one of the world’s best personal trainers. With a green juice in hand, Varian sits
at a table set by a window that opens onto a magnificent ocean view. There is
some time before their scheduled morning meditation guided by a world-fa-
mous guru, so Varian checks the performance of the digital platform they own.
The upcoming election has substantially increased engagement on the plat-
form. The recent tweaks to the algorithm are working well. The algorithm is
showing users the kind of content that is likely to elicit a reaction. If things



4 The Discursive-Digital Link

continue like this for just a little longer, the combined revenue from advertise-
ments and data sales will get Varian that private island they always wanted to
have.

Deposition

The election results are announced, and the candidate Nyxel, Zorta, and
Kelum hoped to lose is the winner. They are disappointed. They are furious.
There will be at least four years of policies and discourse that they strongly
object to. They are thinking of what went wrong. Nyxel blames people like
Zorta for giving visibility to the trolls by actively engaging with them, and
people like Kelum for fragmenting and splitting votes. Zorta blames the likes
of Nyxel for their non-action and inward-looking online activity. Kelum blames
both for not supporting the only candidate who truly wanted to help the
country.

Lithification

The next election is coming up. Varian is richer and more powerful than ever.
Nyxel, Zorta, and Kelum are no longer friends. Nyxel still follows their rule,
and is still digitally active, posting, reposting, and commenting in support of
their favoured candidate. They now have a few paid subscriptions to news
outlets that support the policies of that candidate. Zorta still follows their rule,
but has become increasingly hostile online. Zorta now fights the trolls with
even greater passion. It seems they do not listen to reason, so Zorta now pri-
marily resorts to ridicule, public shaming, swear words, and even doxxing the
trolls. Kelum still follows their rule, but now believes in more radical interven-
tions. They have been arrested several times for vandalism, disruption of pub-
lic peace and order, and trespassing. They all believe the other side has become
more radical, so they all adopt more radical strategies in response.

An Entanglement on Paper

And let us continue with a classroom exercise.

When teaching a course about the internet, digital media, and their role in
society, I sometimes start the first session with a pedagogical activity. I hand
out pieces of paper to the students in the class. Some students receive small,
square, white pieces of paper, while others get A4, college-ruled pages, and
still others, pages of varying sizes, shapes, and colours. I then ask students to
write about what they expect from the unit, what they hope to gain from it,
how they prefer the teaching to take place, whether they prefer recorded lec-
tures and tutorials, and generally, anything else they would like to get out of
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the whole experience. There are, however, two rules: A time limit applies, and
the word “and” cannot be used.

In almost any class where I conduct this experiment, there are students who
do not have a pen or pencil with them, as they rely on their phones, laptops,
and tablets to take notes or write with. Others who have pens usually carry
black or blue ones, and if they have an extra pen, they lend it to others, of
course.

Once I collect the papers after the set amount of time, the ensuing class-
wide discussion reveals a set of observations among students: Those that could
not get their hands on a writing instrument were effectively excluded from
participation; those that had bigger pieces of paper had a better opportunity
to share their demands; the “and” ban led many to use bullet points or find
creative ways of connecting sentences; those that received dark paper could
not easily write on them, as they only had a black or blue pen; the amount of
time dedicated to the activity was enough for those with smaller pieces of
paper, but too short for others with full-sized pages; almost all of those who
got college-ruled paper wrote on the right of the red vertical line, and hori-
zontally on the blue lines across the page; even those with plain white paper
predominantly held the page in portrait mode, conforming to traditional con-
ventions of writing: Horizontally, and across the width of the page; very few
diverged from these patterns.

As this exercise shows, it is not only the expectations and demands of the
students that influence what they write and how they write it. As the person
with more power in a classroom setting, my prompts, rules, and instructions
set the boundaries of what is or is not permissible. There are other factors at
play as well, such as the size and colour of their paper, whether they can access
a pen, the time limit of the exercise, whether their paper is plain or col-
lege-ruled, and many more.

This experiment is done in a university setting, with students who have a
general understanding of what can or cannot be done as part of academic
teaching. In other words, they occupy a particular discursive space that allows
them to think of what to write on their pieces of paper. If we repeat the same
experiment with another group that is entirely unfamiliar with an academic
setting, we will likely get different results. Participants may even request
things that cannot be done in a university setting. Additionally, the fact that
students with plain paper still write in conventional forms shows how some
logics can become so ingrained that we forget they even exist. Our practices
simply reproduce them. The exercise, therefore, primes the students’ think-
ing: It is not only their views that shape what they write and how they do it.
The context, sedimented discourses, logics, and the medium all play impor-
tant roles as well. These are all entangled, together shaping the dynamics of
communication.
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Rock Meets Paper

Here, the story and the experiment intersect.

The hyperbolic, polemical narrative in the first section points to the insepa-
rable role of digital media in contemporary social life and the state of political
contexts and communication in many societies. The pedagogical paper exer-
cise shows the entanglement of various components in shaping digitally medi-
ated communication.

This is, then, how the two sections connect. If all these components are
entangled, the disagreements, incivility, toxicity, antagonisms, and polarisation
we observe on and beyond digital media cannot simply be reduced to one
component. Democracy today, and its erosion across the world, is intricately
entangled with the specificities of each context, the sedimentation of neolib-
eral capitalist logics, the discursive and collective identities of people, and the
digital media they utilise for communication.

Media are not neutral. The paper experiment demonstrates how even a
piece of paper shows a material agency that constrains and shapes what can
manifest on it. The digital media today are far more non-neutral than a piece
of paper. Most major digital media operate with one primary goal: To make
and maximise profit. This logic dictates their design, features, recommender
algorithms, and approach to content moderation. Together, these compo-
nents influence how discourses, identities, and ideologies manifest on such
media. They also impact the dynamics of power accumulation on and beyond
digital media. To gain more power on such media, one needs to play by and
master their operational logics. One needs to be more visible, more engaging,
more followed, to rise to the top. How to do so is shaped by the logics of the
medium.

At the same time, users exert their own agency. They strategically choose
how to make use of a medium’s features to achieve their goals, whether it is to
be entertained, connect with others, or amplify their discourse and identity. At
scale, similar strategic choices by like-minded users shape the manifestation of
collective identities on digital media. On Twitter, users articulate the retweet
button to amplify what they deem worthy of greater visibility. On Reddit,
users articulate the voting mechanism to signify whether a post or comment is
resonant or dissonant with the collective identity of the subreddit to which
they belong. On Facebook, the reaction feature is articulated to show the
intensity of resonance or dissonance. These technical features offer a range of
possibilities, but they do not dictate how users give meaning to them.

A digital medium is not an isolated entity in itself. It is connected to other
digital media, sources of information, and broadly, online spaces. A medium,
therefore, is part of a more extensive network or ecosystem. Content flows
among these spaces. The information that reaches a user has passed through a
range of filters, both discursive and digital. Someone shares it, and this
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decision is entangled with their discursive identity. It then goes through the
digital filter—the algorithm—which decides who should see it. The algorithm
itself is the manifestation of the discourses, identities, and logics of the plat-
form and its owners. Once the algorithm shows the content to someone, they
also evaluate it based on their own discourse. They decide what to do with it:
To share it further, ignore it, engage with it, block its poster, etc.

The source from which such information flows to digital media is itself
entangled with the same components. Media and news outlets, their journal-
ists, and their operators and owners are not neutral either. Many such outlets
operate on a commercial basis and aim to make or maximise profit. As Fenton
(2025) shows, even public service media today are influenced by external and
political pressures and do not necessarily involve people, the core of democ-
racy, in the decision-making process. The combination of profit-maximisation
logics and high media concentration leads to a dangerous entanglement that
strips democracy of its principles.

These components cannot be separated. Their entanglement means that
any attempt to address the pathologies of democracies today must account
for all components holistically. Resolving the issues impacting one compo-
nent alone will not yield the desirable outcomes that the solution seeks.
Therefore, there is a need for a framework that accounts for all components
together. While the individual components, their dynamics, and their under-
lying structures have been matters of concern for different disciplines, these
approaches have often remained siloed from one another. That is, each field
has focused on particular components, aiming to identify and improve its
problematic dimensions, while neglecting the other components influencing
those dynamics.

In the humanities and social sciences, this siloing is evident. Political sci-
ence, for instance, has by nature primarily focused on theorising democracy
and the role of people in it. However, it has often limited itself to understand-
ing politics at the broadest (and often normative) scale, with less regard for
media in general and digital media in particular. In fact, some political scien-
tists, whose views have paradoxically shaped much of political communication
research, do not even consider the internet and digital media as part of the
public sphere, or view them as detrimental to it (See, e.g.: Habermas, 2023).

Similarly, discourse studies, as a field, has provided a rich body of work,
encompassing the dynamics of semiosis, the formation of discourses, and the
struggles among them. However, the media, particularly digital, on which
discourses manifest and through which they are communicated, have often
remained unaccounted for. Discourse analysis, therefore, lacks the necessary
vocabulary and analytical constructs to examine how media shape and are
shaped by discursive struggles.

Media and communication scholarship, on the other hand, has produced a
significant number of studies examining and theorising the role of media,
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digital platforms, their features, algorithms, and content moderation policies
and practices. The discipline has shown how digital media are used for political
communication, participation, and activism. However, questions related to
the other entangled components, such as discourse, identity, and structural
dynamics, are often left insufficiently addressed.

This has created shortcomings in each field and gaps among them. In the
absence of a theoretical framework that accounts for both politics and media,
communication research has had to rely paradoxically on those very political
theories that discount digital media. Similarly, without the necessary vocabu-
lary to address material agency, discourse analysis has overlooked the role of
digital media in the formation and evolution of discourses. And discounting
the role of digital media in transforming the public sphere, political science
promotes unattainable normative ideals disconnected from the realities of con-
temporary life.

This book, therefore, brings together several fields and disciplines to intro-
duce a theoretical framework that accounts for all dimensions simultaneously.
This social ontology, which I call the discursive-digital link, presents a fluid
framework that recognises the contingent entanglements of the various com-
ponents shaping the dynamics and structures of ontic hierarchies. These entail
human and non-human actors and their agencies, the discursive, the digital,
and contexts, among others.

To account for the discursive, I root myself in post-structuralist theory,
particularly the discourse theory of Laclau and Mouffe (1985,2001). Discourse
theory provides a multi-layered conceptualisation, covering all dimensions of
social ordering from individual signs to collective identities and political strat-
egy (Howarth, 2000). At the level of signification, discourse theory posits that
meaning emerges through difference. That is, no meaning is universally fixed.
Rather, signifiers rely on all other competing signifiers to obtain their particu-
lar meaning, which is simultaneously threatened by those rivals. This lack of
fixity, and the constant competition or struggle among signifiers, is what con-
stitutes antagonism. Antagonism, therefore, is an ineradicable dimension of
the discursive, forming the foundation of discourses, political identities, and
discursive struggles.

The ineradicability of antagonism, however, does not per se connote a nor-
mative dimension. That is, antagonisms can lead to ongoing progress, but they
can also lead to fragmentation and polarisation. The aim of a political project,
therefore, is precisely to transform inimical forms of antagonism into adversar-
ial ones. In other words, the goal of politics is to simplify (Laclau & Moulfte,
2001, p. 130), to subtract (Ziiek, 2006), or to reduce differential logics. This
is an adversarial form of antagonism, in which collectives acknowledge their
differences—antagonisms—and that differences will never be entirely elimi-
nated. Therefore, they temporarily suspend or “tame” (Mouffe, 2005, p. 19)
antagonisms to progress towards a common goal. This is at the core of the
notion of “agonistic pluralism” for Mouffe (Moulfte, 2013).
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Despite its strengths, discourse theory faces a shortcoming concerning
accounting for the role and agency of the material. As the first two sections
show, the medium on which the discursive manifests and through which it is
communicated plays a significant role in the dynamics of that manifestation.
Therefore, especially in the context of digitally mediated communication, dis-
course theory needs further expansion or supplementation, relying on theo-
retical frameworks that can articulate the material into its conceptual vocabulary
(Carpentier, 2017; Howarth, 2013). To achieve this, I draw from perspectives
and theories in Science and Technology Studies (STS), new materialism, and
in particular, Actor-Network Theory (ANT) (Latour, 2005).

Finally, due to disciplinary boundaries and differing theoretical frameworks,
the terminology of discourse theory—for example, antagonism, agonism,
articulation—is not necessarily used in other fields such as political science or
media and communication. This necessitates a re-reading and sometimes
re-defining of concepts in these fields from the perspective of the discur-
sive-digital link. In this regard, concepts such as the public sphere, publics,
counter-publics, and fragmentation are noteworthy, as there is a need to delin-
eate their nature, dynamics, and relation to the ineradicability of antagonism.
Furthermore, in both political science and media and communication, many
of the conditions that I hyperbolically described in the first section have been
conceptualised from the perspective of polarisation. Therefore, such concepts,
and their position vis-a-vis the discursive-digital link, require a deeper
examination.

The Structure of the Book

At its core, this book is concerned with democracy, digital spaces, and their
inter-relationship. The key arguments that I hope to communicate are that
first, the various components involved in this inter-relationship are entangled;
second, that these entanglements are synchronically and diachronically contin-
gent; third, that these contingent entanglements are themselves embedded in
broader structural contexts and dynamics; and fourth, that to achieve truly
progressive and radical transformations, we must address, first and foremost,
the structural dimension, but also simultaneously all the entangled compo-
nents. While a focus on reducing symptoms and manifestations is necessary,
we must constantly remind ourselves that eliminating a symptom will not lead
to resolving its underlying structural dynamics. These arguments are presented
as the book progresses through its chapters, starting with more theoretical
abstractions to ground the argument and moving towards the more practical
implications.

Following this introductory chapter, Chapter 2 starts with an introduction
to discourse theory, as the foundational theoretical framework used in this
book. Discourse theory is a complex, multi-layered social ontology, developed
as a critique and expansion of Marxism, structuralism, and liberal democratic
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thought (Torfing, 1999). The theory, often described as a post-Marxist frame-
work, views discourse as a “structured totality” (Laclau & Moulffe, 2001,
p- 105), or a network of signs, formed around central signifiers. Jorgensen and
Phillips (2002) use the discourses of medicine and religion as examples, argu-
ing how both discourses revolve around the body as their nodal point. Other
signifiers in these discourses, such as a stethoscope or the soul, get their mean-
ing in relation to this central signifier. In this sense, no signifier has an intrinsic,
fixed meaning. Rather, meaning is a relational property that emerges through
differences.

The meaning of each signifier, therefore, is dependent on every other mean-
ing that it could potentially have, excluded from it once it is articulated into a
particular discourse. This creates a competition, or a struggle, among dis-
courses, each of which attempts to assign its own meaning to signifiers and
become hegemonic. The lack of fixity of meaning, and the discursive struggles
emerging from it, is the ineradicable dimension of meaning-making. Discourse
theory refers to this dimension as antagonism, a word etymologically rooted
in the ancient Greek word “agon”, meaning struggle or contestation.

Antagonism plays a crucial role in the formation of discourses, collective
identities, and political conflicts. A progressive political strategy, therefore, is
one that aims to transform antagonisms. This is where discourse theory
diverges from deliberative models of democracy, which implicitly or explicitly
negate the ineradicable nature of antagonism (Moutffe, 2000). That is, the
argument is that deliberative democracy aims to bring people together through
normative and often rational values and ideals, by assuming that deliberation
can resolve and eliminate antagonisms. For discourse theory, however, the aim
of a political project is not to eliminate antagonism, which is both theoretically
and practically impossible. Rather, the goal is to transform antagonism between
enemies into one between adversaries: Agonistic pluralism.

One of the key criticisms aimed at discourse theory, however, is that despite
its radical materialism, it does not sufficiently theorise the role and agency of
the material (Carpentier, 2017). This forms the second half of Chapter 2,
which examines a range of theories of material agency to identify opportunities
for converging discourse theory and new materialist thought. As this part of
the chapter shows, however, a significant challenge in this regard lies in the
so-called ontological turn, favoured by many new materialists (See, also:
Howarth, 2013, Chapter 3). That is, in attempting to reconcile the relation-
ship between the subject and the object, or human and non-human, new
materialism has taken a metaphysical route. To achieve this reconciliation, the
core argument posited by new materialism is to flatten the ontological field,
either by entirely negating the subject—object dichotomy or by viewing both
as equally agential, causal, and significant.

This ontological flatness, however, brings with it both a high level of apo-
litical abstraction and a shortcoming in accounting for the actually existing
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ontical dynamics and hierarchies, the critical role of the discursive and the
human in them, and the pragmatic, practical challenges in transforming those
hierarchies. The solution, therefore, lies not in the ontological turn, but in
what I call an ontical return. The entanglement of the discursive and the mate-
rial, particularly with respect to digitally mediated communication, requires a
fluid conceptualisation rooted in the ontic dimension, rather than metaphysi-
cal theories of ontology. Therefore, I turn to ANT, particularly in its formula-
tions by Latour and Law. Despite also insisting on ontological flatness, ANT is
not a metaphysical, but a social ontology, similar to discourse theory. This
provides a pathway towards articulating material agency into discourse theory,
without necessarily embracing the ontological flatness of new materialism or
the radical empiricism of ANT.

Chapter 3 introduces this new social ontology, which I call the
discursive-digital link. Using stalagmites as a metaphor, I conceptualise how
the discursive-digital entanglements form fluid, ontical hierarchies that are syn-
chronically and diachronically contingent. At the most foundational level, a
discursive-digital link is the entanglement of the discursive—and with it, a
human being, their identity, etc.—with the digital—and with it, its design,
features, logics, etc. The affordances of digital media allow these individual
discursive-digital links to connect to other links, effectively forming a larger
discursive-digital link. At scale, these discursive-digital links form the landscape
of multiple interconnected stalagmites. The discursive-digital link, therefore,
has a fractal structure. It entails interconnected links on top of other links,
similar to a stalagmite with multiple peaks. The components forming these
entanglements, therefore, are a series of entangled human and non-human
actants, each influencing others and each inseparable from the totality.

Chapter 3 then provides a re-reading of the various components entangled
in digitally mediated communication from the perspective of the discur-
sive-digital link. The internet, at the broadest level, is a discursive-digital link.
In this regard, the optimistic views about the revolutionary, democratic, or
emancipatory role of the internet often fall into a technologically deterministic
trap, ascribing a causal agency to a technology, without much regard to the
discursive and how it articulates this digital medium (See, also: Curran et al.,
2016; Fenton, 2016, 2025). This also raises a question about democracy itself
as a key contextual component. Here, I ask what media scholars often mean
when they argue that the internet is a democratic medium. To answer this, the
chapter re-examines such scholarship to demonstrate how the Habermasian
notion of the public sphere has dominated the field.

It is here that the role of people, their social relations, or publics and coun-
ter-publics, is magnified as another component. The reality of communication
on the internet, as a broad discursive-digital link, points to a highly fragmented
ecosystem, in which one finds a multitude of publics, rather than a singular
public sphere (Bruns, 2023). This fragmentation has also led to a multitude of
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conceptualisations, often taking the form of “modifier + publics” (e.g. affective
publics, digital publics, and personal publics). However, this plurality of con-
ceptualisations often neglects both the underlying structural dynamics giving
rise to publics and counter-publics, and the entanglement of these publics with
the digital materiality of the medium. With regard to the digital, we find a
spectrum of views covering the full range, from technologically deterministic
accounts to monolithic views of digital media, to relational views that consider
the ways in which the discursive articulates the digital, and the digital shapes
the discursive.

Finally, Chapter 3 moves to the structural dynamics and power relations,
and how neglecting them can lead to technological solutionism, which aims to
identify a problem and resolve it through symptom-oriented interventions.
That is, the assumption here is that once the symptom is removed, the prob-
lem is resolved. However, this hyper-focus on symptom identification has
often led to a neglect of the structural dynamics that give rise to increasing
hostility in digitally mediated communication and societies in general. These
concerning transformations of the social, the political, and the discursive-dig-
ital have often been placed under the umbrella concept of polarisation.

Therefore, Chapter 4 addresses the question of polarisation, what it is,
and its relation to antagonism. The scholarship on polarisation has also suf-
fered from the same liberal assumptions and symptom-focused accounts as
those impacting media and communication research, leading to a multitude
of conceptualisations of polarisation’s symptoms (e.g. affective, discursive,
pernicious, ideological). That is, polarisation as a concept has become an
empty signifier, or an undefined, all-encompassing buzzword, often reduced
to its symptoms and manifestations, rather than the structural causes that
lead to it.

From a discourse-theoretical perspective, antagonism is ineradicable and
unavoidable, while polarisation is not. Not all antagonism is necessarily polaris-
ing, and not every antagonistic frontier indicates polarisation. Rather, polarisa-
tion is a particular formation of inimical antagonisms. To elucidate this further,
I distinguish between what I call polarisation-as-condition, polarisation-as-man-
ifestation, and polarisation-as-illusion. Conditions, as the name suggests, are
those structural transformations that have led to particular orderings of inimi-
cally antagonistic relations, in which the formation of chains of equivalence
becomes increasingly difficult or impossible. Polarisation-as-manifestation,
therefore, refers to the various ways in which such conditions may manifest,
either in the broader society or on the discursive-digital links. Thus, manifesta-
tions of polarisation on the discursive-digital link point to those orderings of
inimical antagonisms wherein some or all components of the discursive-digital
links are stretched, broken, or entrenched. However, polarisation-as-condition
and polarisation-as-manifestation do not necessarily accompany one another.



Introduction 13

There may be conditions in which polarised conditions do not manifest visibly.
Similarly, there may be conditions in which communication appears to point to
polarisation, while there may not be any structurally polarised conditions. This
is what I refer to as polarisation-as-illusion.

Following these definitions, Chapter 4 then examines the various com-
ponents of the discursive-digital link, and how they may undergo transfor-
mations as a result of polarisation. The discursive fields and their nodal
points may get radicalised and entrenched, leading to conditions where the
various discourses across antagonistic frontiers cannot find the required
commonalities on which they can form agonisms. Similarly, collective iden-
tities could transform into the nodal points of the discursive, hence turning
a hegemonic project into an identity-reproducing strategy. Entangled with
the discursive, these can lead to increasingly hostile and negative affects
towards the antagonistic Other. Finally, the design, features, and logics of
digital media play a significant role in shaping these dynamics, by reinforc-
ing identity-based or antagonistic logics or amplifying the visibility of
antagonistic frontiers.

Having established the theoretical framework and the role, agency, and
dynamics of the various entangled components, the book then proceeds to
practical considerations regarding the study of discursive-digital entangle-
ments and the key logics contributing to the transformations of discursive-dig-
ital antagonistic frontiers.

Chapter 5 presents the methodological approach of discursive-digital anal-
ysis. The ontical fluidity of discursive-digital links means that any methodolog-
ical investigation of them must also account for this fluidity. Therefore,
discursive-digital analysis calls for a set of entangled methodological loops,
forming a recursive non-linear analysis in which each loop informs and is
informed by the others. At the broadest scale, discursive-digital analysis begins
with contextualisation, at the local level of the topic of enquiry, the global
contextual dimension in which the local is positioned, and the context of the
digital medium under investigation, including its logics of existence, opera-
tion, and survival.

These contextual considerations inform all other methodological loops in
discursive-digital analysis. They inform, for instance, the significance of each
component of the link in shaping discursive manifestations, or what theoretical
frameworks must be activated to better understand each component. They
also influence decision-making regarding the scope of analysis, such as whether
the analyst should primarily focus on intra-, inter-, or extra-collective dynam-
ics. The findings and insights obtained from analysing the role, agency, impact,
and dynamics of these entangled components also recursively inform the other
loops, guiding the analyst towards whether other aspects must be included in
the research.
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Finally, discursive-digital analysis synthesises all its insights from the per-
spective of discursive-digital links, paying close attention to articulation, as the
oft-hidden component that makes the entanglements possible. Articulation,
therefore, is the hyphen in the discursive-digital link. It connotes a two-way
dynamic, in which the discursive and the digital entangle, influence, and shape
not only one another but also the resulting stalagmitic formation of the discur-
sive-digital link.

Chapters 6 and 7 identify and discuss two key dynamics and articulatory
logics that contribute to the transformation of antagonisms on and beyond the
discursive-digital link. These logics entail a dual dynamic. That is, they can
transform antagonistic frontiers towards progress, effectively forming ago-
nisms, or towards polarisation, effectively sedimenting inimical antagonisms.
Chapters 6 and 7 rely on the findings of five case studies on three digital plat-
forms, employing discursive-digital analysis: Three studies on Twitter, one on
Reddit, and one on Gab. More information about these case studies can be
found in the Appendix Chapter.

Chapter 6 discusses the articulatory logics of what I refer to as discur-
sive-digital alliances, showing how the discursive-digital entanglements and
the various components in them lead to the formation or destruction of equiv-
alential chains among the multiple discourses in an antagonistic frontier. The
design and features of a digital medium, for instance, influence discursive-dig-
ital alliances. A platform like Twitter, with its design logic of publicness-as-de-
fault, and features such as hashtags, retweets, and @mentions, shapes and
amplifies the visibility of antagonistic frontiers. However, it simultancously
makes discursive-digital alliances possible. That is, by articulating the retweet
button, discursively resonant collectives can form alliances, in turn shaping a
larger discursive-digital link against an Other-enemy.

On the contrary, the design logics of a digital medium like Reddit shield
dissonant collectives from one another and amplify identity-reinforcing dynam-
ics. The digital boundaries of a subreddit incentivise having a “home base” and
predominantly participating in it. In effect, these logics reduce the possibility
of forming discursive-digital alliances. At the same time, these intra-collective
logics amplify and entrench collective identities, leading to the radicalisation of
the discursive, and to intra-discursive splits and antagonisms.

Chapter 6 points to concerning asymmetries, in that the Right appears to be
more willing and successful in forming discursive-digital alliances than the
Left'. More worryingly, the Left shows an active avoidance of alliances. This is
a grave mistake in strategy, rooted in the logics of identity politics, which para-
doxically works against the very ideals for which they started (See, also: Fraser,
2013; Lilla, 2018; Mounk, 2023). Such logics emerge as a result of the sedi-
mentation of neoliberal capitalism, which prioritises the individual and collec-
tive identity (equality for me and those like me) over the social (equality for all).
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In Chapter 7, I discuss another articulatory logic, which I call active passiv-
ity. Here, a key shortcoming of social sciences becomes evident in the over-re-
liance of the discipline on what I describe as empiricism of presence. The
marketisation of academia in general (Fairclough, 1993; Fenton et al., 2023),
and the sedimentation of empiricism as an epistemological approach, have led
to a dangerous combination that incentivises symptom-focused, fast, and reac-
tive research. That is, questions of structural dynamics, how they lead to the
emergence of symptoms, and how they are reproduced have taken a marginal
role. Rather, the implicit privileging of quantity over depth has incentivised
social sciences to aim for the low-hanging fruit: Identify a problem, look at its
symptoms, suggest ways to reduce those symptoms, and move on to react to
the next issue, which is often itself a manufactured hype (See, also: Kitchin,
2016; Master & Resnik, 2013; Roberson, 2020).

The sedimentation of empiricism of presence means that absence and
silence—the things that do not manifest positively or leave digital traces—have
remained unexamined in the social sciences. Chapter 7 shows how absence
and silence play a powerful articulatory role in shaping and transforming
antagonisms and antagonistic frontiers. By tending to absence, this chapter
demonstrates active passivity and its role in articulating collective identities.
Structured patterns of absence, for instance, manifest as refusals to engage
with the Other, share specific information, or discuss certain topics. These
point to the powerful agency of absence, and of active passivity, in the dynam-
ics of antagonism. Active passivity simultaneously articulates one’s identity and
negates that of the Other. I refer to these dual dynamics as articulation-per-ne-
gation and negation of articulation.

Here, Chapter 7 highlights another strategic mistake of the Left. Again, the
sedimented neoliberal logics have given rise to what Han calls “an excess of
positivity” (Han, 2015), promoting the avoidance of confronting the Other.
Realising the power of silence, and reproducing neoliberal logics, the Left has
increasingly relied on active passivity against the Other-enemy—the so-called
cancel culture (Ng, 2022). However, the mistake lies not in the strategy itself,
but in its horizontal dimension. That is, by horizontally negating the Other-
enemy, the Left simultaneously reproduces and strengthens the vertical
Other-enemy.

The articulatory logics of discursive-digital alliances and active passivity
underscore the need for a radical shift in strategy, aiming to foster progressive
alliance formations, while negating the articulation of the vertical Other-
enemy. Such a radical transformation requires a collective, holistic effort, at
once addressing all entangled components of the discursive-digital link, not
through technologically solutionist and symptom-oriented interventions, but
through radical, structural, and system-focused strategies. Therefore, I end the
book with a set of provocations in the form of a short manifesto.
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Note

1 Throughout the book, I use the terms Left and Right loosely and in their broadest
perceived sense. The Left, therefore, connotes all those discourses supporting mat-
ters such as equality, social justice, progressivism, welfare state, Marxism, socialism,
anarchism, and so on. Similarly, The Right signifies those discourses supporting
matters such as social hierarchies, exclusionary politics, conservatism, free market
capitalism, fascism, Nazism, and so on.
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