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Politics and New Media
Joss Hands

The topic of new media and politics ranges over such a potentially large 
area that it is necessary to talk of distinct, if interlinked, domains. This entry discusses 
four such domains: actually existing representative po liti cal democracy, activist and di-
rect democracy, the politics of new media technologies themselves, and the politics of 
everyday life.

Likewise any definition of new media and politics must include some specification 
of the use of the two terms. Firstly, with regards to “new media,” the “new” is immedi-
ately suspect given that it has deep roots and decays so quickly, but for the purposes of 
this entry we can understand new media as those devices, systems, and pro cesses of 
communication and mediation which cluster around the key characteristics of digital 
computers and distributed digital networks, primarily the Internet (see characteris-
tics of digital media, networking).

Politics also commands a varied set of classifications, but we can define it pragmati-
cally as the or ga ni za tion, distribution, and expression of power in any par tic u lar society 
or group. Within this definition we can see politics occupying a wide range of subcatego-
ries, but a broad distinction can be made between formal politics and governance and 
the personal or micropolitics of everyday life. The extent to which the “micro” and “macro” 
are po liti cally distinct is a matter of controversy, but it is historically inscribed neverthe-
less. The division of politics, as a public life (the life of the polis), from private life in an-
cient Greece is often seen as the roots of such a division (Arendt 1958) and also a source 
of top- down, or “constituted,” power, formed in the separation of the domain of the “vita 
activa,” instigating an associated conceptual hierarchy between classes, genders, and races 
which persists to this day.

Network Politics

Po liti cal power is increasingly played out in, and expressed through, digi-
tal network technologies, in what can be described as a network politics that revolves 
around struggles over the uses, protocols, and affordances of new media. Consider the 
central questions of network politics: what affordances are offered by new media that 
previous media could not provide, and how are they being used? One significant charac-
teristic of new media is the combination of the flexibility of digital micropro cessors with 
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networked communications. The Internet’s multidirectional, open, and distributed struc-
ture offers the capacity to disseminate messages to large numbers of people outside of 
the control of traditional media outlets (see Chomsky and Herman’s [1994] propaganda 
model), such as newspapers and tele vi sion stations, and to facilitate multiple person- to- 
person interactions and coordination (see social network sites [SNSs]). As such it 
can be seen to provide the possibility of undermining traditional po liti cal institutions, 
hierarchies, and power relations.

Actually Existing Democracy

With regard to formal (or actually existing) demo cratic politics, new me-
dia’s area of impact comes with the emergence of “e-democracy.”  Here issues of voting, 
repre sen ta tion, deliberation, and the public sphere are key, as new media have often been 
offered as a solution to perceived problems in areas such as voter turnout and citizen 
participation. Al Gore’s vision of the “information superhighway” entailed the hope that 
the scalability of new media would lead to a mass “electronic town hall” to offset voter 
exclusion and apathy. But, as John Street (1997) has observed, such claims often cover up 
more fundamental problems with actually existing democracies which limit participa-
tion, such as disparities of wealth, access to education, and fundamental problems with 
voting systems that distort repre sen ta tion and create “elected dictatorships.”

Here the issue of new media as providing the means for a new, more inclusive and 
effective public sphere becomes paramount, given its capacity for expanded interactions 
between interlocutors, which can readily include matters of public interest. Exploring 
whether Jürgen Habermas’s (1989, 1996) conditions for an active public sphere could be 
met, Lincoln Dahlberg (2005) argues that while the Internet certainly expands the op-
portunities for engaging in forms of public reason, Habermas’s conditions may be too 
stringent to be fully realized online. Yochai Benkler (2007) has posited the existence of a 
“networked public” that is replacing the physical spaces of meeting with newer aggrega-
tions of online commons, following on from commentators such as Howard Rheingold 
(2000) who have championed the notion of the “virtual community” as a real and 
meaningful form of socialization. Joss Hands (2011) argues that the concept of public-
ness in network societies may need to be rethought as the idea of a “public” becomes less 
meaningful in fast and fluid modes of interaction, suggesting the form of the “quasi- 
autonomous recognition network” as an alternative.

Activism and Direct Democracy

Beyond the confines of actually existing democracy, new media can also 
be understood as working toward more direct ends. There has been an increasing amount 
of direct action supported and augmented by new media. The most notable early mani-
festation of this was the use of the Internet by the Zapatistas, an indigenous insurgent 
movement in Chiapas, Mexico, in the early 1990s. The impact of this movement has 
been attributed (Olesen 2005) to a community of supporters who leveraged the affor-
dances of the Internet to publicize the cause of the Zapatistas and to help or ga nize net-
works of solidarity and support, not least of whom was the academic and activist Harry 
Cleaver, who set up a website and mailing list to aggregate support networks, and who 
has also written on the topic (Cleaver 1998).

In that regard the Internet provides a similar advantage as posited in the reformula-
tion of the public sphere, but the difference  here is the collective decision to act outside of 
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systems of formal repre sen ta tion and to undertake direct action. In 2009/2010 a num-
ber of uprisings took place around the globe, including what has become known as the 
“Arab Spring” and the global “occupy movement,” as well as student rebellions in the 
United Kingdom and elsewhere. These seemingly disparate movements appeared to have 
in common that they  were augmented by digital networked computing, and in par tic u lar 
the rise of “social media.” Social media afforded the key to these movements’ rapid 
growth as they provide easy- to- use platforms, built on the Internet and World Wide Web, 
that can be readily used for dissent, the or ga ni za tion of protests, and acts of mass re sis-
tance that can easily “scale.” The extent to which this was true of the Arab Spring was a 
source of much debate both in the mainstream media and within social media itself. 
One of the notable examples was a debate between media commentators Clay Shirky and 
Evgeny Morozov (Shirky 2009).

In some respects the character of these events— lots of horizontal coordination, loose 
affiliations, on- the- fly communication using distributed network communications via 
mobile devices— reflects a new social formation that echoes the evolution of the po liti cal 
form of “multitude.” “Multitude” is a concept that comes from the Italian tradition of 
autonomist Marxism, in the work of Paulo Virno and Antonio Negri, among others, and 
gained prominence with the publication of the series of books Empire (2000), Multitude 
(2004), and Commonwealth (2009), in which Negri and co writer Michael Hardt attempt 
to build a framework for understanding po liti cal sovereignty and democracy in a post- 
Fordist economy and “post- political” era. They argue for a democracy of the multitude 
that moves beyond collectives and individuals toward a coming together of networked 
“singularities” in intensive cooperation, in a quest for a new form of commons suitable 
to the digital age.

Despite the enthusiasm of “net optimists,” there is a strain of thought that suggests 
that the capacity of new media to act as a catalyst for liberation is more limited. Jodi Dean 
(2009) argues that the Internet is not, nor could it be, a public sphere, or anything like it, 
in the context of what she refers to as “communicative capitalism.” In this form of capi-
talism, characterized by the circulations of data through global networks, messages are 
never “received” but merely endlessly circulate, never influencing or impacting on formal 
demo cratic power. In this way politicians are able to pay lip ser vice to democracy and free 
speech, while never actually allowing the circulating discourses to take root. She uses 
the example of the huge anti– Iraq War protests on February 15, 2003, as just such an 
instance.

The Politics of New Media Technology

This moves us into the realm of the politics of new media itself. Theo-
rists such as Alex Galloway, Eugene Thacker, and Greg Elmer have all argued in various 
ways that digital media are as much oriented to forms of control as liberation. Drawing 
from Gilles Deleuze’s influential essay “Postscript on Control Societies” (1995), Galloway 
(2004) argues that the protocols of the Internet and the World Wide Web actually create 
forms of algorithmic control, directing and containing the use of the web in its very fab-
ric, and as such proscribing or instilling action. This debate also extends into issues of 
intrusion and surveillance, spying on e-mails, Google searches, and other forms of data 
mining. Greg Elmer (2004) has argued that we have moved into an era of “profiling ma-
chines,” in which the use of mass compiled data can allow for preemptive action to curtail 
po liti cal re sis tance and opposition before it has even happened.
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Yet  here we can also argue for the potential of tactical media use in po liti cal re sis-
tance, often involving the use of new media in ways unintended by its designers and 
producers. Such po liti cally motivated hacking or “hacktivism” was pioneered by Critical 
Art Ensemble (CAE) in their support of the Zapatistas with their creation of “floodnet,” 
which was used to overload and slow down or crash par tic u lar websites (Jordan 2002, 
121) (see hacker). The rise of hacktivism, according to Tim Jordan, reconfigured hacking 
“within a broader po liti cal landscape” (2002, 121). CAE talks about a “nomadic re sis tance” 
as its orientation against “nomadic power” (1996, 3). One aligned po liti cal strategy, which 
is thought possible by Galloway and Thacker (2007), is one of action as a practice of “non-
existence.” This has been described as a way to escape the control mechanisms entailed 
in the categorization and or ga ni za tion in databases and associated techniques of micro-
management (see database). Seb Franklin argues that this is a way of becoming “non- 
existent culturally, impossible to classify in terms of the user- programmer distinction 
that is definitive of identity in the digital age” (2009). This kind of “tactical” media use 
shifts the aim of politics away from traditional revolutionary aims into a “micropolitics of 
disruption, intervention, and education” (Raley 2009, 1).

New Media and the Politics of Everyday Life

Thus, new media have also long become a contested site in areas that 
can be referred to as identity politics, micropolitics, or the politics of everyday life (see 
identity). Early notions that the abstract geometry of cyberspace would allow an escape 
from binary structures and the concrete constraints of power (Haraway 1991) have been 
challenged by a recognition of the integration of cyberspace and everyday life. This is 
instanced in the development of a cluster of “new materialist” theory (Coole and Frost 
2010) and in the work of network theorists such as Manuel Castells (2009). Such a per-
spective is also visible in art practice and activism, for example, with groups such as the 
“subRosa” collective—“a reproducible cyberfeminist cell of cultural researchers commit-
ted to combining art, activism, and gender politics to explore and critique the effects of 
the intersections of the new information and biotechnologies on women’s bodies, 
lives, and work” (cyberfeminism.net) (see cyberfeminism). In this practice we can see 
the employment of a form of cultural politics as a tactic of micropo liti cal activism. Other 
such projects include “Angry Women” by Annie Abrahams, which explores digital video 
calling as networked per for mance art, integrating concrete and virtual spaces with expres-
sions of rage, empathy, affect, and solidarity. Such engaged cultural politics in the field of 
new media art has been the focus of the Furtherfield Collective since its foundation in 
1997.

We can also question the extent to which the shift to a purely “nomadic re sis tance” 
remains in the wake of the Arab Spring. The fundamental importance of space in po liti-
cal power has again become clear in the occupations of Tahrir Square and the subse-
quent occupation movement around the world. In this regard this displays a pro cess in 
which the struggle over the “production of space” (Lefebvre 1991) is again central to po-
liti cal struggle.

So it is that as devices have become cheaper and we have moved into an era of mobile 
computing and networking, the ubiquity of new media has meant po liti cal struggle 
now crossing the borderline between traditional notions of private and public, the vir-
tual and the concrete, and perhaps also working to erase the hierarchies traditionally 
found therein.
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Preservation
Matthew Kirschenbaum

Strictly speaking, digital preservation encompasses the narrowest of 
three interrelated sets of activities which are often discussed interchangeably: preserva-
tion, archiving (see archive), and curation. While preservation ensures the integrity 
and longevity of a given sequence of bits, digital archiving embeds the bitstream within 
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