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Mark Wheeler and Petros Iosifidis(to be published in Sept 2026)  

The DeGruyter Handbook of Digital Political Communication  

General Introduction  

The De Gruyter Handbook of Digital Political Communication analyses how information 
and communications technologies (ICT) are impacting the public sphere and whether 
social media facilitate an electronic agora. For advocates of a digital democracy, the 
abundance of unfiltered information streams, platforms and podcasts could enable 
‘net’ citizens (or ‘Netizens’) to connect on a many-to-many or peer-to-peer basis. Such 
viral engagements will enhance grassroots political causes, social movements and 
direct-action campaigns. Consequently, the new technologies will remove the old 
hierarchies to create cyber-networks of connectivity. Thus, in terms of political 
engagement, the internet was seen to supplement the centrifugal forces of an 
enlightened democratic ‘exceptionalism’ within social movements.  

Conversely, critical theorists argue social media have created societal, economic and 
political dislocations which have eroded rational debates into ideological polarisations. 
Rather than encouraging Platonic philosopher kings, the internet has unleashed 
irrational forces requiring content regulations and controls (Iosifidis and Wheeler, 
2016). They are facilitated by the illegitimate cloak of anonymity which perpetuates 
post-truths or outright lies. Most profoundly, the public requires protections from 
malicious software so that the state should have ‘lawful access’ to pernicious or illegal 
sites, alongside gaining regulatory authority over the darknet.  

Moreover, with the advent of reactionary populism in mainstream political classes, U.S. 
social media such as ‘X’ (previously known as Twitter) owned and populated by tech 
entrepreneur Elon Musk, and to a lesser degree the War Room site, led by President 
Donald J. Trump’s ‘Trumpist’ ideologue Steve Bannon, has been accused of amplifying 
discord over harmony. Capricious celebrity ‘outsider’ politicians have utilised social 
platforms such as Facebook, Instagram and X to exchange interests with a 
disaggregated public. Trump held the Twitter handle—@realDonaldTrump— (and 
returned to it as X in the Autumn of 2024) so he could speak to and for a broader 
movement. He used X (aided and abetted by his then ‘First Dude’ Musk) to weaponise 
his campaigns, to gaslight his opponents and to position himself as an unfiltered foil 
whose ‘grievance politics’ stood as a pillar of his brand. Trumpism provided a populist 
online voice to a disaffected public)—Make America Great Again (MAGA)—when he 
claimed he would “drain the swamp” within the Washington beltway. When he bought 
Twitter in 2023)—tech billionaire Musk)—allowed Trump back onto the re named X 
platform claiming he was supporting First Amendment rights of freedom of speech after 
conducting a dubious user poll. Yet, apart from denying his guilty verdict, the ex-
President remained on his own platform)—Truth Social—with its 2.8 million followers. 



However, in September 2024, Trump began posting tweets on the X platform when he 
was ‘interviewed’ by Musk who in a volte-face supported the Republican nominee, X 
used his posts to engage in outrageous, often fatuous, online declarations. A trading of 
insults occurred in the wake of incumbent President Joe Biden’s replacement by his 
Vice President Kamala Harris as Democratic nominee, Trump used X to question her 
ethnicity, while Harris used social media sites to question whether Trump was a 
‘fascist’. This came to head on the 10th September Trump-Harris televised debate when 
the two candidates clashed on the U.S. economy, immigration and women’s rights, 
regarding abortion. Ultimately Trump’s use of online resources provided a pathway to 
his return to the White House, in no small part due to his wooing of Silicon Valley and 
the so-called ‘manosphere’.  

On the advice of his youngest son Barron and facilitated by Musk and the Ultimate 
Fighting Championship owner Dana White, Trump reached out online to the so-called 
‘bro’ vote. As such, he appeared on several ‘Dude’ or ‘Gen-Alpha’ social media 
influencers’ podcasts. These included: the United States’ most popular podcaster Joe 
Rogan; Theo Von—a right-wing comedian; the internet pranksters—the NelkBoys 
founded by Kyle Forgeard and Jesse Sebastiani; the YouTube site of brothers Logan and 
Jake Paul; the platform of Lex Fridman platform, a Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology-affiliated computer scientist; and the online channels of the live gamer Adin 
Ross. Such concerns arising from the use or abuse of digital political information 
occurred in 2024 electoral politics across the globe as well as the United States when 
over two billion people across fifty countries voted in elections within liberal 
democracies including India, Mexico, South Africa and the United Kingdom (UK). It was 
contended that social media and more widely accessible forms of artificial intelligence 
(AI) could have a major impact on matters of trust and integrity.  

This has led to questions about what technological fixes could political parties, 
governments, social media companies and civil society organisations utilise to preserve 
digital electoral integrity. Moreover, conspiratorial social movements such as MAGA, 
QAnon and the English De fence League have spread online post-truths (or lies) while 
simultaneously complaining about the propagation of ‘fake news’. The assault on the 
mainstream news providers has led to a decline in the public’s trust in the legacy news 
organisations. Further, editorial and journalist practices which were designed to ensure 
accurate reporting have been displaced by Orwellian notions of ‘lies becoming truths’. 
Political consensus has been eviscerated as online forums have been stratified. Rather 
than rely on established forms of reporting, many users prefer to take their views 
directly from controversial lifestyle social influencers, ‘dude’ podcasters or online gurus 
whose legitimacy is questionable.  

Thus, the ever-shifting digital commons have reshaped the behaviour of the political 
and media classes as governing institutions; parties and representations have been 



transformed. In tandem, legacy media barons and global multinationals are being 
replaced by a new class of digital entrepreneurs or ‘Tech Bros’ as personified by Jeff 
Bezos, Marc Andreesson, Peter Thiel, Mark Zuckerberg and Elon Musk. Controversial 
and divisive figures such as Musk (who was to rapidly and brutally fallout with his ‘bro’ 
Trump) and Thiel (mentor of U.S. Vice President and Hillbilly Elegy author J.D. Vance) 
have understood that their roles should be to dismantle the federal government, 
deregulate the economy, repeal taxation, engage in indentured servitude and pave the 
way for authoritarianism as part of being involved in the so-called fintech (Financial 
Technology) ‘PayPal Mafia’.  

Thus, what does this postmodern campaigning, retrogressive set of governmental 
conditions, anti-woke/progressivism reactionarism and set of contradictory narratives 
actually mean for the distribution of power in the era of online political communications 
and the increasing centralisation of the ‘Tech Bros’ elite? The trolling of alternative 
voices, the censorship of criticism with an attack on so-called targeted ‘liberal’ 
institutions such as Harvard University and cultural opponents/enemies has become 
commonplace. For some such as Thiel this is a positive realisation of the fusion of 
celebrity political power, information concentration and the heightening of an autocratic 
irrationality.  

On the eve of Trump’s second inauguration, Thiel wrote a vitriolic op-ed entitled ‘A time 
for truth and reconciliation’ in The Financial Times (10 January 2025). In this article, he 
welcomed the returning president as being symbolic of an apokálypsis in terms of 
defeating the establishment in its futile war against the internet. For Thiel, the 
apokálypsis would be the most effective method through which to ensure the internet’s 
victory over the old guard which he defined as an opaque grouping he called the 
‘Distributed Idea Suppression Complex’.  

To thoroughly investigate these trends, the handbook will take aninterdisciplinary 
approach (political theory and science; media studies; computer science; 
communication studies, democratisation, journalism; cultural studies; sociology; law; 
and philosophy) to discuss the new communications’ impact on the globalisation of 
information. Along with the cited material drawn from the United States and UK, the 
handbook will consider European, Sub-Saharan Africa, Latin American, Southern Asian 
and Global Southern case examples. It is divided into three thematic areas—the first is 
online democratic principles, electoral and party communications; the second is 
governmental communications, non-state actors and social movement activists, and 
online agenda setting for legacy and social media news providers; and the third is digital 
diplomacy and the political representation of ICTs within popular cultures. In turn, these 
subject groups are composed of eight sections which are edited and introduced by 
experts in their respective fields. 


