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Center for European Neighborhood Studies 
 

The Center for European Neighborhood Studies (CENS) is an 
independent research center of the Central European University (CEU) 

located in Budapest, Hungary. Its main goal is to contribute to an 
informed international dialogue about the future of the European Union 
in the world, while capitalizing on its Central European perspective and 

regional embeddedness. 
The strategic focus of the center is academic and policy-oriented research 
on the place and role of the European Union in its rapidly changing and 

increasingly volatile neighborhood. Through its research, CENS seeks to 
contribute to the understanding of the environment where the EU, its 

member states and partners need to (co)operate, and it aims at 
supporting the constructive development of these relations by providing 
opportunities for discussion and exchange. The center’s geographic focus 

areas are Central and Eastern Europe, the Western Balkans and Turkey, 
Eastern Europe, the South Caucasus and Russia. 
 

 

 

Frontiers of Democracy 
Embedding Democratic Values in Moldova and Ukraine 
 

Moldova and Ukraine, countries of the European Union's Eastern 
Partnership program, are undergoing complex processes of democratic 

transformation, but with weak embeddedness of democratic values and 
principles drawbacks can occur. It is embeddedness that helps to 
overcome the challenges of transformation and pushes countries beyond 

mere frontiers of democracy towards becoming strongly committed 
democratic communities. The goal of the “Frontiers of Democracy: 
Embedding Democratic Values in Moldova and Ukraine” project of the 

CEU Center for European Neighborhood Studies is to facilitate 
embedding democratic values in the societal ethos in Moldova and 

Ukraine by providing a forum for discussion of the difficulties of such a 
complex process and by drawing on the transition experience of the 
Visegrad countries (the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia). 
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Democratization, Political Participation and Social Media 
 
 

 

The developments of electronic communication inspired the idea to use it to 

enhance political participation even at the earliest periods. Amitai Etzioni 

wrote already in 1972 about his concept MINERVA, an acronym standing for 

Multiple Input Network for Evaluating Reactions, Votes and Attitudes. The 

idea was simple: while unidirectional media alienates people from politics, 

the two-way communication, the regular interaction of citizens from various 

geographical locations can reinvigorate democracy. According to Etzioni’s 

concept citizens can participate in politics as in the ancient polis. As the 

World Wide Web protocol and the first browsers were developed, the idea of 

the digital town hall, popularized later also by presidential candidate Ross 

Perot in 1992, or of the “digital Athens” (Van De Donk, Snellen, and Tops 

1995) became more popular. In the early 1990s, the internet evolved from a 

scientific, educational network of networks into a more common source of 

information and tool of collaboration.  

Mainly because of the decentralized structure and the many-to-many feature 

of the internet, optimistic approaches appeared about the democratic capacity 

of the digital communication. These optimistic approaches were partly 

inspired by the social movements, which criticized the neoliberal 

globalization. The Zapatista rebellion in the Chiapas state of Mexico was the 

first well known insurgency which used digital networks effectively (Cleaver 

1998). The global justice movement also heavily relied on digital networks 

(Kahn and Kellner 2004), but the neoliberal globalization they opposed was 

driven by the same computer networks (Castells 2010). The decentralized 

network, which allowed cheap and prompt many-to-many communication, 

served the needs of social movements well. The internet was not just a 

valuable tool of communication for social movements, which very often lack 

resources, but it was also suited well to the network-based organizational 

structures (Garret 2006). Through the internet, communication with 

supporters, members became much simpler. Recruiting new activists, joining 

a given movement is also less complicated online. The fast, prompt 

communication fosters discussion, deliberation in an organization and 

increases transparency, as well (Mosca and della Porta 2009).  

The growing internet penetration triggered not only optimistic assumptions, 

but also fears about growing alienation. From the pessimistic perspective, the 

virtual reality - as it was referred at the time of the new millennium - will 

inevitably contribute to the increasing fragmentation of society. According to 

these sometimes dystrophic views, people will neglect real social ties for the 

sake of virtual connections. Empirical studies did not justify these fears, but 

did not deliver optimistic insight about the political participation of citizens 

beyond the sector of social movements either (Gibson et al. 2004). Barry 
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Wellman and his colleagues found that the internet rather supplements other 

forms of contacting and thus social capital, as well (Wellman et al. 2001). 

Pippa Norris demonstrated that the internet alone cannot promote political 

participation, but those will use it for such purposes, who are already 

engaged to a certain degree. The online networks, however, can put the 

citizens into an “upward spiral”, thus those who are already interested in 

politics can be more empowered and can truly exploit the opportunities of 

digital political participation. Consequently, the reinforcement thesis was 

proved by empirical research, showing that the internet intensified already 

existing patterns of political participation but did not substantially change 

those (Norris 2000). 

 

 

Social media and participation 

 

Compared to the way how and by whom the internet was used in the 1990s, 

social media expended the group of content producers and integrated many 

different features into one single platform. From the aspect of political 

participation, it meant that the outreach of social movements increased, 

while the platforms - especially Facebook - integrated the different grassroots 

initiatives even more on a global scale. For the global justice movement, the 

internet was crucial to organize the anti-summit protests and develop a 

common master frame of grievances, goals and action. In the case of the post-

2011 protests, there have been no clearly defined global adversaries, like the 

IMF, the WTO or the World Bank for the global justice movement. On the 

global scale, social media rather made the protests social, which may first 

sound like a cliché, but it means that a higher number of activists could learn 

about the individual grievances and precarious situation of their peers in 

other countries. The global justice movement also had a decentralized online 

media platform since 1999, the Independent Media Center or indymedia.org 

(Kidd 2003). Many functions of contemporary social media are based on the 

image, video distribution and commenting features of indymedia. 

On the local level, social media can serve as an information source and also 

as an organization tool for collective action. As Sarah Anne Rennick 

demonstrated in the case of the 2011 North African uprisings, a pre-

mobilization and a collective action phase can be distinguished. In the pre-

mobilization phase, social media is eligible to involve new audiences and 

communicate grievances and frames of the movement. In the collective action 

phase, a frame based on the norm of social justice fosters the mobilization. At 

the same time, new hybrid organizational structures appear in the 

intersection of traditional and social media-based organizations (Rennick 

2013). Social media mobilization, i.e. social mobilization where social media 

plays an important role (Bacallao-Pino 2014), can be used not only for 

organizational and pragmatic communicational purposes. A very important 

feature of social media is sharing multimedia content. Video clips, pictures, 
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memes are useful formats to express emotions rather than just simple texts. 

While emotions are commonly regarded as barriers of rational political 

actions, anger, outrage, grief, communal feeling, etc. are very powerful 

instruments in social movement mobilization (Goodwin, Jasper, and Poletta 

2001; Flam 2004). Thus, Facebook and co. is also an alternative social 

environment, in which outraged citizens, supporters of social movements can 

express their identities and so transform the public space into an emotional 

space (Dancu 2015). However, without leadership, the emotional mobilization 

is short-lived (Bohdanova 2014). Consequently, social media offers not only 

new possibilities for social movement through emotional intensity and better 

outreach, but it could be also a challenge in terms of limited engagement of 

supporters. 

Social movement activists are aware of the fact that social media grants more 

visibility, and consequently, it underlines the performative and emotional 

dimensions of protest. For the purpose of longer commitment and to move 

toward a stable social movement, they should move their followers from 

social media to the street to participate in political protests with a 

considerably higher impact on decision-makers than hash-tag activism. 

Another move in this two-step development (Bacallao-Pino 2014) is to form 

turn ongoing protests into a social movement. For the sake of the successful 

two-step development, social media should be used in the first stage for 

giving information, organizing events and displaying emotions. In the second 

stage, it should be a tool for creating an alternative space of communication 

and as a mean of participation in the given social movement. 

 

 

General trends of participation 

 

Social media mobilization should be assessed within the context of the 

general trends of political participation. Technology should not be regarded 

as if it would transform the patterns of unconventional political participation 

alone. In many aspects, social media only amplifies already existing 

tendencies in politics and society. These are centered on the aesthetization of 

everyday life, the de-separation of private and public, and the personalization 

of politics. These developments can be all connected to the general 

individualization of societies, which does not necessarily detach people but 

transforms social and political interactions.   

The architecture of social media corresponds with the secondary orality, a 

concept by Walter J. Ong, who distinguishes between orality and literacy as 

the main forms of description (Ong 1982). Primary orality was the main type 

of narration before the mass expansion of literacy. Its forms included tales, 

songs, myths, jokes, public and also liturgical speeches. According to Ong, 

through electronic communication, namely the telephone, the radio and the 

television a new, secondary orality appeared. This new orality is similar to 

the primary one for many reasons. It is also connected to groups as it has an 
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audience and not just individual readers. Furthermore, as Ong puts it, it has 

a “communal sense”, since people can enjoy electronic communication 

together, while reading separates them. In the case of the internet and social 

media, this “communal sense” means that the second orality is also a 

collective product. Due to this, sometimes it is hard to trace back the original 

authors and the product can be altered, changed like it happens in the case of 

online memes. However, secondary orality is based on literacy, thus it 

involves a more deliberate and self-conscious usage and relies on printing 

and writing. The communal sense of social media enables also the 

distribution of political memes and so gives a new platform for culture 

jamming, which is the reinterpretation and hacking of the visual appearance 

of major companies or political organizations. 

The increased visuality of social media also contributes to the aesthetization 

of everyday life, as the German sociologist Gerhard Schulze noted in his work 

about the experience society.1 According to the concept, the driving force of 

individual action is not the physical security or social integration, but the 

acquisition of good experiences, living the good life. This experience 

orientation - as Schulze puts it - leads to experience rationality, where the 

subject becomes an object for itself, and social situations are transformed to 

experience goals in an instrumental sense. In the contemporary experience 

societies, self-fulfillment can be achieved through gaining experiences. 

However, the project of self-fulfillment is not just an option but a necessity, 

since social status can be gained through good experiences. In turn, there is 

the threat of not gaining good experiences, in which case the me-project fails. 

Schulze did not elaborate on the political aspects of experience society, but 

unconventional political participation can be also understood as an 

opportunity to have good experiences. 

The concept of experience society cannot be detached from the more general 

theories of late modernity. The dissolution of family-, locus- and class-based 

commitments allowed for the individuals to choose their own social groups, 

and to elaborate their identities as consumers of experiences. Schulze himself 

was the colleague of the well-noted German sociologist Ulrich Beck at the 

University of Bamberg. According to Beck, the dissolution of traditional 

bonds and hence the individualization process is accompanied by 

standardization (Beck 1992, 130). Instead of family and class, the self 

becomes dependent upon secondary institutions and agencies, like - among 

others - fashion, the market and mass consumption. Beck is less allowing 

regarding the autonomy of the individual in terms of life choices. While 

biographies are self-produced, there are no real alternatives, and real 

consciousness is also missing (Beck 1992, 135). Individuals are becoming the 

centers of action, where in each scenario individual decisions should be made 

with the only help of biographical “do-it-yourself construction kits”. 

Extended mobility and personal reflexivity prompted the emergence of new 

social movements, which were also based on new identities beyond kinship 

                                                 
1
 In the original German text Schulze uses the term Erlebnisgesellschaft, which means experience as an 

important, defining life event. 
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and class (Buechler 1995; Melucci 1989). It is obvious that social media 

provides the opportunity to present self-made biographies and share joyful 

experiences. In the classical social movement literature the concept of the 

expressive action (Turner and Kilian 1987) grasps a similar idea. Contrary to 

the more pragmatic instrumental action, protesters do not have elaborated 

claims in the case of expressive action, but wish to give voice to their 

emotions, identities, beliefs. The distinction became obsolete, as it became 

clear, that social movements have to a varying degree both instrumental and 

expressive dimensions. The expressive dimension of protest, that is 

displaying commitment for the decision-makers and the general public, is 

directed outward. The participation as a source of good experiences or part of 

the biographical tool-kit is directed inward, since the goal is to enrich the self. 

This enrichment, however, cannot be done unless the good experiences are 

shared with others, who will evaluate the experiences. Social media is a 

perfect tool to display, share and weigh experiences and individual identities, 

thus it amplifies the expressive dimension of protest.  

The abovementioned standardization of biographical choices goes together 

with the blurring separation of the private and the public sphere (Beck 1992, 

130). This occurs due to the dependency of private life upon institutionalized 

life situations and standardization, which are managed by systems like 

consumption, education, the welfare state and the media. The distinction of 

private and public was an important development of early capitalism where 

private matters involved commerce and business free of state interference. 

The liberty of the private realm is the liberty of the modern, which differs 

gradually from the participatory liberty of the Ancients, as Benjamin 

Constant noted (1988). Beck refers to this separation of private and public as 

the “divided citizen”. The citoyen acts on the basis of democratic rights in the 

political sphere, while the bourgeois defends private matters and interests in 

the realm of business and work (Beck 1992, 183). This duality was 

maintained simultaneously by the acknowledgement of class differences, the 

resulting interventions by the welfare state, and also by the trust in 

scientific-technological progress and innovation. But since the 1970’s, the 

transformations of employment and gender relations, dissolution of class 

bonds undermined these pillars of the private-public separation. As a result, 

not just the borders of private and public blurred but new political initiatives 

appeared outside of the institutionalized political system in the field of sub-

politics. The emerging new social movements induced this development as 

they put issues into the political focus which were earlier regarded as private 

matters. Particularly the feminist and queer movement called for 

acknowledgement by the majority and revealed the hidden structures of 

asymmetric power relations in the private realm. The architecture of social 

media supports the de-separation of private and public. The Facebook news 

feed for instance is a space both for stories, photos of friends, family members 

but also for articles from professional online media. By paraphrasing Hannah 

Arendt, John B. Thompson emphasizes visibility as an important feature of 

public presence (Thompson 2011, 55-56). According to Arendt, those who are 

participating in public issues are visible to others, and only those could 
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participate, who were present temporally and spatially. But since mass 

communication appeared those two are not prerequisites of public presence. 

Instead, with the help of modern communication technologies - as Thompson 

puts it - a mediated visibility developed. The omnipresence of public figures 

thus shifts the boundaries of public and private. Since social media is multi-

directional and increasingly based on images and videos, it promotes 

mediated visibility, and hence blurs the border between public and private. 

Another general trend of political participation is the personalization of 

politics, which is closely connected to the de-separation of public and private 

spheres. It is also fostered by social media. The personalization of politics is 

seen as a consequence of partisan de-alignment and the effect of electronic 

communication - mostly television - in professional election campaigns 

(Dalton, McAllister, and Wattenberg 2000). The personalization was 

generally connected to the presidentialization of parliamentary systems, 

where political leaders, that is usually prime ministers, have more executive 

power and are more autonomous from the party organizations (Poguntke and 

Webb 2005: 5). Thus, personalization is mostly associated with the growing 

role and influence of leaders in democratic systems vis-à-vis political parties 

(Pakulski and Körösényi 2012). However, the personalization of politics can 

be observed also at citizens’ level as it can be perceived as part of a 

development, which Zygmunt Bauman calls the “individualization of social 

life” (Garzia 2011). Free from class and kinship bounds, people can engage 

into contentious politics through personal action frames and dense social 

networks, which decreases the cognitive and factual costs of political 

participation (Bennet 2012). However, the collective identity in the case of 

contemporary collective action is weaker. Participants are involved in the 

conflict individually and not as members of a collectivity. In this scheme of 

connective action, political engagement is personal, and supporters connect 

directly to digital social networks of information, sharing and organization. 

Personalization also affects social movement organizations, as connective 

action happens without organizational resources (Bennett and Segerberg 

2012). 

 

 

Conclusions 

 

The emancipatory image of digital communication already faded in the late 

1990s, when researchers demonstrated that the internet alone is not a magic 

powder of political empowerment. Later, social media was also regarded as 

the weapon of the weak in their fight against authoritarian regimes. 

However, after the detailed understanding of social media mobilization, the 

relevance of existing social networks and organizations was stressed again. 

While social media proved to be an eligible tool for spreading information and 

for emotions-based mobilization, prospective supporters should be recruited 
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into more stable networks in order to achieve deep and long term 

engagement. 

Furthermore, social media amplifies some general social and political 

tendencies, thus it changes the general trends of political participation and 

social movement mobilization, as well. The architecture of social media is 

more and more based on visual content, which supports emotional 

mobilization and emphasizes the expressive dimension of protest. Also, social 

media mobilization amplifies the de-separation of private and public through 

the mediated visibility of political figures and political issues. This is closely 

related to the personalization of politics, which can be observed not 

exclusively on the leaders’ but also on the citizens’ level. As a consequence, 

people tend to act on the basis of personalized action frames and join various 

issues as individuals and not as parts of already existing networks. This 

development undermines social movement organizations and long-term 

engagement. From the aspect of democratization, it means that social media 

is not a sufficient tool against leaders of hybrid or authoritarian regimes with 

institutional resources. 
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