
Reactionary Social Media

Justus Uitermark

Digital technologies were once widely regarded as harbingers of cosmopol-
itan citizenship. Early Internet enthusiasts believed that in “cyberspace” 
we would connect as equals, reaching across the social divides that 
separate us in “the real world”. Commentators and academics hoped and 
thought that social media would undermine the power of corporations 
and states to control and manipulate populations. In the first two decades 
of the millennium digital technologies seemed to deliver on the prom-
ise; from Wikipedia and WikiLeaks to the “Facebook revolutions” and 
#occupy: digital technologies powered progressive social movements and 
frightened conservatives and elites.

Fast forward to 2026. The initial enthusiasm for digital society has 
morphed into dark pessimism. Social media have not just failed to deliver 
emancipation and liberation; they appear to play an active role in polar-
ising populations and power the backlash against progressives and their 
causes. At the very least, social media turn out to be more complex and 
ambiguous than had been anticipated by early theorists of the informa-
tion society.

This essay examines how social media facilitate progressive social 
movements as well as backlash. I present snippets of research projects 
at the University of Amsterdam that extended Jan Willem Duyvendak’s 
research agenda on citizenship, social movements, and political cleavages 
into the digital realm. In fast succession, I look at the rise of social media, 
hybrid mobilisations for immigrant and civil rights in the United States, 
the transformation of Anonymous as chaotic to a reactionary movement, 
and Instagram’s role in recreating status hierarchies.
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The Progressive Promise of Digital Technologies

The platform society, as it would come to be called (Van Dijck et al., 2018), 
began to develop in earnest at the beginning of the third millennium. 
Facebook was launched in 2004 and experienced a meteoric rise. In 2006, 
Twitter, now X, was launched. Instagram followed in 2010. These platforms 
were deliberately designed as complex systems that thrive on self-organ-
isation and bottom-up emergence: users were not passive consumers but 
actively participated in the creation and curation of content. Because of 
this participatory dimension, the platforms were seen as a democratic 
and revolutionary alternative to legacy media, the market, and the state. 
As Manuel Castells remarked in 2007:

Mass-self communication is self-generated in content, self-directed in emis-
sion, and self-selected in reception by many that communicate with many… 
The emergence of mass self-communication offers an extraordinary medium 
for social movements and rebellious individuals to build their autonomy and 
confront the institutions of society in their own terms and around their own 
projects. (Castells, 2007, p. 29)

Castells’ optimism was typical of the time. What would become known 
as “social media” were seen as crucibles of new forms of democratic, 
egalitarian, cosmopolitan citizenship. On social media, there were no 
gatekeepers, no central authorities, no bureaucracies.

The idea that digital platforms would undermine hierarchy got a 
major boost during the so-called Arab Spring, the series of revolts and 
revolutions that challenged and, in some cases, overthrew autocracies 
in the Middle East. Sometimes referred to as “Facebook revolutions”, 
these mobilisations seemed to lack organisational structure or central 
leadership. The digitally powered revolutionary sentiment spread from 
the Middle East to Spain where millions took to the streets to protest 
the government’s complicity in the morally bankrupt financial system. 
Inspired by these mobilisations, Occupy was launched in New York in 2011. 
Protesting the bailouts of banks and the corporate domination of politics, 
protesters sought to reclaim the streets and country in the name of the 
“99 per cent”. Again, fuelled by digital communication, Occupy expanded 
rapidly, both in the United States and worldwide.
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Social media were critical in these mobilisations. Never before was it 
possible to organise at such speed and scale. But social media were more 
than just carriers of information; they seemed to embody a different way 
of doing citizenship and politics. At the interface of digital platforms and 
public spaces, protesters experimented with models of deep democracy 
and consensus-building. These democratic promises extended far beyond 
social movements. Businesses, governments, and organisations all 
embraced, at least rhetorically, openness, self-organisation, and emer-
gence. Digital platforms captured the “new spirit of capitalism” (Chiapello 
& Boltanski, 2005) and the new spirit of democracy. Gone were the days of 
tycoons or autocrats, or so it seemed.

Social Media and Social Movements

I became interested in digital platforms because of my research into social 
movements and my position as a professor of Community Development – a 
position Jan Willem had fulfilled before (Uitermark, 2015). I was interested 
in cities and societies were reimagined and reshaped around the promo-
tion of civic initiatives and networks – a line of research that was inspired 
by and extended Duyvendak’s research into individual self-development 
as a goal and technique of liberal governance (Duyvendak, 1999). After 
my return to the University of Amsterdam, I began to study the interface 
between platforms and citizenship, with Jan Willem as a supportive col-
league and mentor to myself and to a number of PhD candidates.

Sander van Haperen was the first PhD candidate who worked on this 
agenda. His mission was to extend research on immigrant rights mobili-
sations and civil rights movements into the digital realm. Sander’s first 
study was into the “Not one more campaign”, a mobilisation spearheaded 
by immigrant rights activists in Los Angeles (Van Haperen et al., 2018). The 
campaign’s basic demand was an immediate and complete moratorium 
on deportations of undocumented immigrants. Walter Nicholls (2003) had 
studied the formation of networks in the immigrant rights movement 
offline and thanks to Sander’s computational acumen we could now 
systematically study how the movement crafted digital networks.

Our findings showed how geography mattered to online mobilisations. 
The major hubs for online activism were rooted in tight-knit activist clus-
ters rooted in cities. This was significant since most research up to that 
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time had largely neglected the geographical bases of digitally powered 
social movements. We could show that local networks still mattered. 
While these activist clusters were important, we also found that much of 
the activity around the #not1more hashtag was seemingly spontaneous. 
The hashtag served as a communicative device for disparate individuals 
and fleeting groups. We developed a sense of the anatomy of online organ-
isations. The core consisted of tightly knit and durable clusters based in 
the major cities; an outer ring consisted of activists who had incidentally 
joined the campaigned; and a periphery consisted of a very large number 
of incidental users who expressed support or made comments without 
further engagement. While this latter group could be regarded as poorly 
committed “slacktivists”, we thought of them more as a distributed 
communication network that connected geographically rooted clusters to 
wider and more remote networks (Van Haperen et al., 2018).

Davide Beraldo was another PhD candidate who worked on social 
movements and social media under supervision of myself and Jan Willem 
Duyvendak. Davide used the cases of Occupy and Anonymous to rethink 
the methods and concepts for the study of social movements (Beraldo, 
2022). He noticed how digital movements are bound together by symbolism 
that proves remarkably flexible and adaptable. Occupy travelled far and 
wide, adjusting to local circumstances with apparent ease. Anonymous 
provides a more extreme example. The moniker Anonymous, conceptual-
ised as a “contentious brand” by Davide, is used for an amazing diversity 
of protest campaigns. The campaigns, called “operations” in Anonymous’ 
vocabulary, cover just a seemingly endless variety of topics and regions. 
A wide range of political positions is articulated in conjunction with the 
hashtag, to the point that it is not uncommon for different segments of the 
movement to take on contradictory positions on the same topic.

These findings showed how digital platforms aided social movements 
to extend their activism: they fostered ties across different movement 
segments and places, recruited new members to take action locally, 
and conveyed their message to wider audiences – Castells’ progressive 
promise materialised. However, it was also readily apparent that even 
hashtags introduced by movement participants did not only index 
progressive mobilisations. Anonymous, in particular, was ambiguous: 
racism, sexism, and homophobia were present from the outset of the 
movement and occasionally erupted onto the public stage. Nevertheless, 
the first decade following the introduction of social media platforms was 
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a period of optimism and hope. Granted, there were reactionary currents 
on social media, but the Arab Spring and the Occupy movement seemed 
much more expressive of the new communication context. Across dif-
ferent fields – from science and urban design to social movements and 
volunteering – there was a sense that platforms would enable connections 
across old divides.

Reactionary Social Media

As we were carrying out our research, however, the understanding of 
social media platforms and progressive politics started to shift. Some 
scholars argued that digitally powered movements were often fragile 
and fragmented: movements such as Occupy rose spectacularly fast but 
also collapsed quickly (Tufekci, 2017). Another line of research questioned 
the very idea that social media’s participatory technologies aligned with 
progressive causes. For instance, Jessie Daniels (2009) studied the remark-
able resurgence of the far-right, both in its own “echo chambers” of hate 
(Törnberg & Törnberg, 2024) and – through algorithmic reinforcement – 
on large platforms such as X/Twitter (Daniels, 2018).

These accounts suggested that it would be wrong to assume that move-
ments could simply use social media platforms to extend their activism 
– digital platforms were not just conduits but battlegrounds. This posed 
methodological challenges for relational analysis since network scholars 
had assumed that relations were inherently positive. Computational 
scholars seeking to map social movement spaces on X/Twitter typically 
lumped together all posts containing the movement’s hashtags. However, 
as was readily apparent to more qualitatively minded scholars who 
looked into the content of what was being said, those hashtags are also 
used by opponents who seek to discredit progressive movements. This 
was also the case for the movement for Black lives: the movement’s hash-
tag – #blacklivesmatter – was not just used to express support but also for 
criticisms, derogatory comments, and downright racist vitriol; lots of it, 
in fact. We could no longer sustain the assumption that use of the hashtag 
signalled support and therefore Sander van Haperen developed a method 
to distinguish positive from negative comments.

The pattern we were able to find with this method was remarkable. 
As expected, Black Lives Matter activists used the technologies to extend 
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their grassroots activism into the digital realm; the movement operated 
in hybrid fashion. Black Lives Matter’s extreme-right detractors, however, 
were only at home in the digital realm. These detractors lacked local 
grounding. They usually didn’t include their location in their profiles. 
When they did (enabling us to locate them geographically), they did 
not disproportionately communicate with others in their locality. They 
operated not in a grassroots fashion but as a digital swarm, using digital 
technology to synchronise across space and collectively descend on tar-
gets (Van Haperen et al., 2023).

The movement that perhaps best exemplifies the reactionary turn of 
social media is Anonymous. People using this moniker – usually young 
White men – had often been racist and sexist in chat channels or message 
boards during its heydays in the 2010s but the movement had several 
large-scale and spectacular campaigns in support of progressive causes 
(Coleman, 2015). One major battle was against the business model, intim-
idation tactics, and secrecy of the Scientology Church; another battle was 
for the whistle-blower website WikiLeaks. Anonymous further strongly 
supported the revolutions of the Arab Spring as well as Occupy. But a 
reactionary current was brewing (Tuters & Hagen, 2020). When Donald 
Trump rose to prominence as a presidential candidate, many Anons saw 
him as the ultimate Internet troll and prankster, that is, as their hero. They 
harassed Trump’s opponents and many took a conspirational turn (De 
Zeeuw et al., 2020). The idea that the US government is run by Satanist pae-
dophiles led by the Democratic establishment originated on anonymous 
message boards and – through other social media channels – ultimately 
went mainstream (Törnberg & Uitermark, 2025).

Social Media and Social Cleavages

While a growing literature examined the rise of reactionary and extreme-
right movements online, another body of work departed from the 
assumption that digital platforms amplify both the left and right. With 
concepts such as “filter bubbles” or “echo chambers”, commentators sug-
gested that social media platforms transform small differences of opinion 
into deep social cleavages. Social media platforms, so they believe, were 
deepening rather than bridging cleavages, creating a society that was 
more divided than ever before. Is that really the case (Duyvendak, 2025)?
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Livia van Vliet – co-supervised by Jan Willem, Petter Törnberg, and 
myself – embarked on an ambitious project to answer this question for 
politicians: do we find that political polarisation on social media? She com-
piled a database of parliamentarians and their interactions on Twitter/X 
in 17 countries (Van Vliet et al., 2020). We did indeed find that political 
Twitter networks are highly polarised in several countries, including the 
United States. In most other countries, however, the cleavages and alli-
ances followed a different pattern: some countries were rather cohesive 
(for example, Norway and Switzerland); others showed complex fragmen-
tation instead of a neat division into two opposing camps (for example, 
Belgium and Italy). In the Netherlands, at the time of our research, we 
observed that one party, Geert Wilders’ Party for Freedom (Partij Voor de 
Vrijheid (PVV)), was isolated from the others; its parliamentarians rarely 
retweeted parliamentarians from other parties nor were they retweeted 
by them. The other parties, however, exhibited a complex pattern, with 
retweets across party lines drawing them: Lijphart’s cross-cutting cleav-
ages were alive and well in this new communicative environment (Van 
Vliet et al., 2021).

Research I did with John Boy further complicated the echo chamber 
hypothesis (Boy and Uitermark, 2024). While much research at the time 
looked at political communication on Twitter, we focused on Instagram. 
And we looked at all interactions taking place within the city, not just 
politically salient messages. Did we find polarisation? Analysing the data, 
we indeed found that Instagram works as a segmentation regime: when 
we parse networks and plot social media activities, we can discern life-
style clusters. However, most of the interactions occurred not within but 
between clusters (and note that so-called community detection algorithms 
used in network analysis are created through algorithms that maximise 
internal and minimise external ties). The overall network structure of 
likes and comments is not bipolar but looks like a hairball: we find many 
ties across different social communities. When we look at what Instagram 
users post, the idea that social media results in political polarisation is fur-
ther complicated: people much more often show off consumption (food, 
fashion) than make political statements. Instagram is less a platform for 
debate than a stage for status displays that has over the recent decade 
become heavily infused with advertisements and sponsoring.
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Conclusion

In hindsight, it is easy to see that millennial promises of social media’s 
participatory democracy were overstated and one-sided. In the future, 
it could well be that the present pessimism regarding social media’s pro-
gressive potential seems exaggerated. Nevertheless, within two decades, a 
remarkable development has taken place: once regarded as harbingers of 
more progressive and egalitarian projects, digital platforms have become 
key vehicles for the incubation and propagation of reactionary politics. 
The effects are felt throughout society. As carefully documented by Renee 
DiResta, established democratic institutions, including science, are vul-
nerable to online accusations and intimidation, especially when fringe 
actors conspire with established politicians (DiResta, 2024). In the United 
States, government agencies and research institutes have been slashed 
after ill-supported or patently false claims went viral and informed 
actions of the executive and juridical branches of government.

How to account for this remarkable shift? One reason is likely that 
initial assessments were somewhat naïve and glossed over the reaction-
ary currents that were there from the beginning. But there is also reason 
to believe that social media have indeed substantively and substantially 
changed. When Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter started, they were 
operated by start-up companies and budding entrepreneurs. To grow, 
platform corporations did what they could to attract more people to their 
platforms – social media users did not have to pay for the service nor 
were they bombarded with advertisements. In this context, progressive 
revolutionaries and movements could occasionally claim these platforms 
for their own purposes.

Today’s landscape looks very different as commodification aligns with 
an autocratic turn. Facebook and Instagram have become inundated 
with advertising – algorithmic visibility was never straightforwardly 
about what people were most interested in but now it is to a very large 
extent decided by sponsorship. Musk’s takeover of Twitter did not just 
inaugurate unprecedented monetisation of algorithmic visibility on the 
platform (paid subscribers are pushed up on timelines) but also created 
more space for right-wing opinion leaders and especially Musk himself. 
Platform corporations have not only grown into some of the most valuable 
and powerful businesses in human history, they are now also much more 
directly aligned with geopolitical projects, both in the United States and 

This content downloaded from 146.50.144.250 on Fri, 29 May 2026 08:40:00 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



reactionary social media 359

China. In this configuration, digital environments – including platforms 
and now also artificial intelligence (AI) – will be tweaked to create a com-
municative space tilted towards commercial interests and illiberalism. 
Whereas the platform society eventually evolved into an oligarchy, the 
ascendant AI society is growing out of it and bears its imprint (Törnberg 
and Uitermark, 2026).

At the time of writing, the potential for progressive politics is more 
difficult to decipher than that for reactionary politics. However, gener-
alisations and predictions are inherently pernicious since social media 
contain the seeds of both progressive and reactionary politics. What is 
certain though is that digital technologies will play a crucial role as terrain 
and stake in politics.
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