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3
EMOTION, DIGITAL MEDIA, 

AND DEMOCRACY

Johana Kotišová and Karin Wahl‑Jorgensen

Introduction

Emotions have long been an epistemological blind spot in media and journalism studies 
(Wahl‑Jorgensen, 2020). Journalism has been characterized as a professional realm based 
on knowledge‑production practice striving for objectivity—understood as neutrality, 
detachment, and impartiality (Peters, 2011). The view that journalists’ voices come “from 
nowhere” was historically important for the legitimacy of the journalistic profession and 
its ideology (Epstein, 1974; Schudson, 2001). Relatedly, the liberal public sphere, which 
media and journalists co‑create, has been widely understood as an institutionalized space 
of critical‑rational public debate, informed discussion, and reasoned agreement (Habermas, 
1989). The public sphere was supposed to remain dispassionate and devoid of the affective 
dimensions of communication and participation (Rosas & Serrano‑Puche, 2018). This is 
perhaps why journalism and media scholarship was, for so long, entrenched in dichoto‑
mous thinking, positioning objectivity, rationality, and mind in opposition to subjectivity, 
emotionality, and body (Peters, 2011), favoring the former and denigrating the latter.

English‑language research on emotions, subjectivity, and affect in media and journalism 
started appearing around the turn of the millennium (e.g., Chouliaraki, 2004; Van Zoonen, 
1998). Since then, the rapid increase in scholarly work in this area has amounted to an 
“emotional turn” in journalism and media studies (Wahl‑Jorgensen, 2020). This turn has 
drawn attention to the role and place of emotion in news production, journalistic content, 
and audience engagement with journalism, while borrowing insights from and aligning with 
preoccupations across political science, sociology, anthropology, psychology, philosophy, 
and other disciplines. Ethnographers and anthropologists (Bishara, 2006; Pedelty, 1995) 
were among the first to notice the emotional toll of conflict reporting and war reporters’ 
coping mechanisms. Later, inspired by sociology, journalism scholars started conducting 
interview‑ and survey‑based studies on the place of emotions in journalists’ work (Pantti, 
2010; Richards & Rees, 2011) and rethinking the role of emotions in discourses about 
journalism (Peters, 2011). The adopted definitions of emotions range from the “experience 
of involvement” (Peters, 2011, p. 297) to biologically and culturally co‑shaped practices of 
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feeling and thinking (Kotišová, 2019). Emotion is often understood as affect discursively 
articulated and interpreted by an individual (Wahl‑Jorgensen, 2016).

The emotional turn has contributed to a reconceptualization of the Habermasian public 
sphere in a way that acknowledges the role of emotional expressions in political commu‑
nication and public discussion of politics (De Blasio & Selva, 2019; Lunt & Stenner, 2005; 
Richards, 2007; Rosas & Serrano‑Puche, 2018). The emotional public sphere—a  complex 
force‑field of collective and public emotions shaping the contours of public opinion, politi‑
cal alternatives, and participation (Richards, 2007)—exists in parallel to the rational‑ 
critical public sphere and “encourages, manages and reflects upon emotional conflict in a 
public context” (Lunt & Stenner, 2005, p. 63). The emotional public sphere thus points 
to a diversity of ways in which emotions sit at the nexus of relations between journalists, 
(news) media content, audiences, and forms of governance, and how individuals’ emotional 
experiences form a part and parcel of their rational actions and political choices. As such, it 
also seeks to overcome overly simplistic dichotomies such as reason vs. emotion, objective 
vs. subjective, mind vs. body, and public vs. private (Rosas & Serrano‑Puche, 2018).

While the initial work on the emotional public sphere was informed by studies on talk 
shows and television news on terrorism, its relevance has rapidly increased with the advent 
of digital and particularly social media. Digitalization has played an essential role in the 
emotional turn, as it has laid bare emotions as a key dynamic of how news is produced and 
consumed (Beckett & Deuze, 2016; Wahl‑Jorgensen, 2016, 2020). While digitalization is 
not the only factor contributing to the emotional turn, the new epistemologies, affordances, 
connectivity, and networked character of digital and social media have made emotions 
more evident—and has therefore rendered research informed by emotion a priority.

In this chapter, drawing on extant research and illustrative examples, we demonstrate 
the centrality of emotion in today’s polarized public debate. We suggest that the emotional 
turn in journalism and media studies has paved the way for greater sensitivity to the role of 
emotions in mediated politics and democratic institutions. Digital media—and the variety 
of digital‑native media actors operating within them—are central to this (Wahl‑Jorgensen, 
2019). Yet, as this body of research has matured, it has demonstrated that the digital era 
offers no easy fixes to the challenges of democracy. Instead, it has created new opportunities, 
such as immersion‑facilitated empathy or online‑offline solidarity networks, and challenges, 
such as dark participation and the strategic use of anger. We examine the complex role of 
digital media and emotionality in democratic processes, developing the concept of “digital‑ 
emotional affordances,” which we define as the combined opportunities or invitations to 
actions that digital and social media and mediated emotionality present to political actors.

Emotional Actors in Public Spaces

One of the many current challenges of journalism is its irrelevance to and disengagement 
from audiences (Zelizer, 2015; Zelizer et  al., 2022). While digital tools can make audi‑
ences known and quantifiable, this has not resolved the existential challenges for journal‑
ism. Additionally, digitalization has questioned, complicated, altered, and multiplied who 
counts as a journalist, how we understand the journalistic field, and where we see its core, 
periphery, and boundaries (Eldridge, 2018; Maares & Hanusch, 2023). The digitalized 
version of the field is inhabited by countless peripheral actors, interlopers, and intralopers 
ranging from non‑journalistic actors working in media organizations or journalists working 



Emotion, Digital Media, and Democracy

35

in non‑mainstream media to “troublesome actors who embrace a … subversive vision of 
the field” (Eldridge, 2018, p. 179).

At the same time, the current version of the emotional public sphere is created by the 
merger of data publics (Milan & van der Velden, 2016) with affective publics: “networked 
publics that are mobilized and connected, identified, and potentially disconnected through 
expressions of sentiment” (Papacharissi, 2016, p. 311). These publics perform a range of 
networked affective practices to create and share knowledge that is reflexive, embodied, and 
socially situated and can act as drivers of resistance, mutual support, and  solidarity‑building 
against injustice and violence (Lokot, 2023).

This complex landscape—inhabited by legitimate journalists, peripheral news actors 
who perform journalistic roles without calling themselves journalists (Maares & Hanusch, 
2023), other actors capitalizing on authenticity and hijacking trustworthy labels (Leidig, 
2023; Tuters & Noordenbos, 2024), affective publics, expressive audiences, and a variety 
of other emotionally motivated actors engaged in online content production and politi‑
cal participation (Lokot, 2021)—requires us to think about the emotional public sphere 
as a dynamic and diverse space. These actors, with their specific emotional styles, also 
embody new opportunities and new challenges for democratic processes. In what follows, 
we explore how “digital‑emotional affordances” can both (1) be fruitful in overcoming 
journalism’s irrelevance and the divide between journalism and audiences (Zelizer et al., 
2022) and (2) create new divides and disconnections.

Opportunities and Connections

The affordances of digital and social media have created opportunities for the expression 
and sharing of individual and collective emotion in a way that was never previously pos‑
sible. They have brought varied forms of moral feelings and morally grounded connec‑
tions into the emotional public sphere. In this section, we provide illustrative examples of 
how the digital peripheral actors and affective publics use digital and social media affor‑
dances in ways that enhance democratic processes by creating new connections: facilitating 
 immersion‑based empathy, fostering networked solidarity, bringing in moral agency, and 
facilitating fact‑finding practices and emphasizing their salience.

Digital‑emotional affordances can facilitate immersion‑based empathy. Recent research 
on virtual reality innovations in news organizations and immersive journalism illustrates 
how the digital can transform storytelling into “story‑living” by giving users an active role 
in how the story unfolds (Kukkakorpi & Pantti, 2021) and audiences into “users,” and 
intensify these users’ emotional engagement through digitally mediated spatial immersion, 
spatial audio, or location‑based experiences.

An example of this form of journalism is the award‑winning project “One Day In” by 
the Polish storytelling collective Outriders. “One Day In” uses VR/360° video technol‑
ogy to take users to different locations in Ukraine and allow them to quasi‑experience the 
surroundings interactively (Outriders, n.d.). Users first select a destination city and are 
then guided by the journalist (holding the 360° video camera) and local residents not only 
through everyday places, such as markets or squares, but also through ruins of residential 
areas destroyed by Russia’s shelling and bombs. Users can select a place to visit from a 
clickable pop‑up menu—such as “museum” or “coffeeplaces”—and move the angle by 
moving their mouse (Figure 3.1).
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Another example is the interactive documentary Team Gaza on Gazan football players  
produced by the Dutch documentary collective Dimdocs. The documentary feels like an 
online “game” that invites the users to “step into the lives of six Gazans, who dare to 
dream, whilst living in a warzone” (Team Gaza, n.d.). First, the users choose from six 
characters—they can do so based on a quasi‑personality test—and then move through the 
chosen character’s life story: dreams, goals, and daily activities (Figure 3.2).

Figure 3.1  A screenshot from “One Day In” by Outriders: A local resident of Zaporizhzhia reaching 
out to the side of a destroyed building. Screenshot taken by authors.

Figure 3.2  Screenshot of Dimdocs’ interactive documentary Team Gaza. The left sidebar allows 
users to select a particular member of the football team (plus one Gazan journalist); the 
bar at the bottom allows users to move through “chapters” of the chosen character’s 
story. Screenshot taken by authors.
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By engaging and involving users through these new storytelling styles, VR journalism 
and other immersive journalisms using inclusive technology and a participatory role for the 
user can mediate empathy (Goutier et al., 2021; Sánchez Laws, 2020).

Digital emotional affordances can foster networked solidarity. By facilitating empa‑
thy, the digital‑emotional affordances can foster networks of solidarity (Chouliaraki, 
2013)—a political emotion relying on love and altruism (Ahmed, 2014), intertwined with 
a cognitive orientation toward justice and moral principles (De Blasio & Selva, 2019). 
The cognitive and emotional processes lead people to identify with others, acknowledge 
their differences, and create a form of collective subjectivity that can manifest itself in the 
digital realm through social media solidarity activities. De Blasio and Selva (2019, p. 25) 
offer a typology of these activities: emotional clicktivism (e.g., likes, reactions to posts), 
affective publics (using solidarity memes, hashtags, certain profile pictures), solidarity 
movements (digital storytelling, online activism, physical demonstrations, and strikes), 
and networked solidarity (online organization of solidarity activities). Social media are 
widely believed to be useful for social movements as tools of networking, coordination, 
community building, promotion, and fundraising (Howard & Hussain, 2013; Lokot, 
2021). Social media can thus play an active role in solidarity activities—if they are used 
as tools to form collaborative discourses spreading messages of solidarity and belonging. 
As Papacharissi (2016, p. 307) writes, “Technologies network us, but it is our stories that 
connect us.”

A similar mechanism of creating connections can be observed in political campaigning. 
While most research has focused on how anger, frustration, and other negative emotions fuel 
political participation in favor of populist and far‑right parties (see below), pro‑ democratic 
politicians, institutions, and marketers can also cater to voters’ positive emotions. In par‑
ticular, emotions such as pride, enthusiasm, and hope can increase the likelihood of political 
participation and shape users’ positive evaluation of political or institutional actors (Ger‑
odimos & Justinussen, 2015; Marquart et al., 2022). Digital content evoking enthusiasm, 
hope, pride, and solidarity might be some of the digital‑emotional affordances available to 
(democratic) political actors who do not want to resort to spreading fear and anger.

Digital‑emotional affordances bring in moral agency. Emotions like solidarity, compas‑
sion, empathy, and often also anger, grief, shame, guilt, joy, and contempt are moral in 
nature. That is, they point to emotional arousal over moral issues (Turner & Stets, 2006). 
This means that they are always directed toward or against someone or something, interact‑
ing with cognitive processes and judgment. The digital era has enabled forms of emotional 
expression that allow professional journalists and diverse “interlopers” to bring these 
moral emotions into their work.

For example, Pantti (2019) illustrates how journalists Shaun Walker (The Guardian), 
Alec Luhn (freelance), and Paul Hansen (Dagens Nyheter), in covering the Russo‑Ukrainian 
War, used Twitter to develop a more personalized style. Their tweets included personal 
experiences, feelings, and judgments and conveyed empathy and hope through humor, 
irony, or pictures of mourning people. Pantti explains that “the driving force behind the 
opinionated tweets was the existence of propaganda” and that, ultimately, using humorous, 
emotional, opinionated tweets “altered the position of the reporter from that of detached 
information source to that of moral agent” (Pantti, 2019, p. 133). The key observation here 
is not a switch from detachment to engagement, which had been observed in previous wars 
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(Ruigrok, 2008), but how Twitter allowed the actors to blend the detached and morally 
clear positions within their Twitter narratives.

Digital‑emotional affordances strengthen the salience of fact‑finding and reality. While 
the above‑described moral positions can work as strong motivational forces that drive jour‑
nalists to reject injustice, human‑made suffering, authoritarianism, or illiberalizing trends, 
and thus also the relativization of facts and reality (Wright, 2011), the ever‑evolving digital 
media offer tools “enhancing the potential of journalism to reveal hidden facts and pro‑
duce truth‑claims” (Steensen et al., 2022, p. 2). An example of this new opportunity that 
raises much hope in journalism scholarship is open‑source investigators (OSI or OSINT), 
such as Bellingcat, Syrian Archive, or Forensic Architectures. These actors embrace digi‑
tal affordances and cultures of participation, including tools, practices, technologies, and 
 competencies—to analyze, aggregate, verify, publish, and archive user‑generated content 
and satellite and drone imagery (Müller & Wiik, 2023; Ristovska, 2019, 2022). Although 
some of these (award‑winning) “interlopers” refuse to be labeled as journalists, they 
contribute to knowledge production in conflict‑reporting ecosystems and digital investi‑
gations (Bjerknes, 2022; Ristovska, 2022), and collaborate with investigative journalists 
and legacy media, thus co‑shaping standards of journalistic work and inspiring a boom of 
 digital‑investigation units in legacy media.

The “subversive” and peripheral character of these actors (Eldridge, 2018) resides in 
their explicit idealistic motivation, the acknowledgment of their moral feelings, and adher‑
ence to unwritten as well as codified humanitarian principles such as solidarity and inter‑
national humanitarian law (Müller & Wiik, 2023; see also Scott et al., 2023). They also 
make no secret of their discursive and sometimes practical interactions with institutions 
of international humanitarian law (Kotišová & Van Der Velden, 2023; Lahmann, 2022). 
Importantly, their missions often contribute to the emotional public sphere by cultivating 
and evidencing collective memory and the subjective dimensions of armed conflicts (Syrian 
Archive, n.d.).

Challenges and Divides

Digital‑emotional affordances have also created new challenges in ensuring that public 
spaces remain safe and civil. In this section, we investigate the role of the interplay of digi‑
tal technologies and emotionality in the proliferation of angry populism, emotion‑based 
political targeting and affective polarization, the use of authenticity by far‑right influencers, 
online harassment, and dark participation.

Digital‑emotional affordances amplify anger and fear. Anger is a political, performa‑
tive, discursively constructed, and usually collective emotion (Wahl‑Jorgensen, 2016, 
2018); as such, it is widely studied by journalism and communication scholars. For exam‑
ple, Wahl‑Jorgensen’s study on “angry populism” embodied by Donald Trump shows how 
this emotional regime, an angry form of political discourse and performance, seeks broad 
appeal, sometimes through targeting cultural and economic elites, women, and ethnic 
minorities. “Anger is foundational to [Trump’s] appeal and his political project. But it also 
appears to be what we might call an umbrella emotion—one which covers a wide variety 
of grievances and disaffections” (Wahl‑Jorgensen, 2018, p. 775). Another strategically used 
negative emotion often associated with far‑right and populist political actors is fear, arising 
from a sense of ontological insecurity (Kisic Merino & Kinnvall, 2023).
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Some anger is considered rightful, rational, and legitimate (Stupart, 2023; Wahl‑ 
Jorgensen, 2019). Likewise, fear is essential in avoiding dangerous situations. However, 
anger, fear and anxiety are also often understood as an emotional layer specific to populism: 
“Populism may succeed precisely because it reflects … feelings of frustration, anxiety, and 
anger connected to the general social crisis” (D’Ambrosio, 2022, p. 110). And since anger‑ 
and fear‑signaling social media content is more likely to be shared (Wang et al., 2021), it 
can contribute to divisions regardless of underlying political ideology (see also Iyengar 
et al., 2012).

Digital‑emotional affordances allow nontransparent uses of emotion analytics and 
authenticity. The digital era has brought about new strategic uses of audiences’ and jour‑
nalists’ emotionality and subjectivity. Recent research illustrates that audiences’ emotions 
are mobilized in ways that liberal democracies are often late to regulate. First, there is 
covert political targeting of individuals and groups based on harvesting personal data 
from social media (Sivek, 2020), including “emotional triggers” for users. This “emotion 
analytics” encompasses hardware and software tools that detect, identify, and modify 
audience emotions (and thus also behavior). An infamous example of this phenomenon 
is the approach used by Cambridge Analytica, collecting data from millions of Facebook 
profiles and selling the data to whoever paid—often not to acquire the users’ vote but 
to disengage them or persuade them to skip voting (Sivek, 2020). While CA no longer 
exists, other companies are working on similar principles, seeking to affect individuals’ 
emotions, attitudes, and actions. For example, Affectiva (Affectiva, n.d.a) boasts “18 
years of data” including “17.4 million face videos” and “8 billion facial frames.” Their 
services have been used by advertisers in 90 countries globally, as well as political clients 
(Affectiva, n.d.b).

Political targeting also deploys content creators’ emotionality, authenticity, relatability, 
and accessibility. Social media influencers, often on the far‑right end of the political spec‑
trum, skillfully gain followers through creating lifestyle content—food vlogging, self‑help 
content, homemaking, and fashion tips—while interspersing it with (hateful) ideology 
( Leidig, 2023). The number of followers may not be decisive for political influence: Good‑
win et al. (2020) argue that rallying small‑scale influencers (nano‑influencers, having less 
than 10,000 followers in the US context) might be an effective approach to digital political 
campaigns. Reliance on these highly localized “surrogates” of political marketing enables 
the mobilization of audiences through emotionality, trust, closeness, and identification. 
Based on an analysis of the role of Instagram and TikTok influencers in the lead‑up to the 
2020 US elections, the authors claim that while nano‑influencers look like authentic “vir‑
tual door‑knockers,” they are paid and highly organized. This top‑down coordination is 
not always disclosed, which poses a threat to campaign transparency.

Digital‑emotional affordances create space for online harassment and dark participa‑
tion. The dark side of emotional interactions between journalists and their digital audiences 
is online harassment, such as defaming, doxing, and bullying, that affects disproportion‑
ately women and minorities and is not without emotional and mental‑health consequences 
for journalists (Kantola & Harju, 2023; Lewis et al., 2020). A more politically systematic 
counterpart and an umbrella term for this “evil flip side of citizen engagement” (Quandt, 
2018, p. 37) is “dark participation”: negative or even sinister contributions, trolling, stra‑
tegic “piggy‑backing” on journalistic reputation, spreading disinformation and the like 
(Quandt, 2018; see also Tuters & Noordenbos, 2024).
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Conclusion

In this chapter, we have demonstrated the importance of emotions in understanding democ‑
racy in the digital era. However, we have shown that the growing body of research on emo‑
tions and digital media offers no easy fixes to challenges faced by contemporary democracies. 
We provide examples of how affordances stemming from the combined impact of digital 
and social media and mediated emotionality—what we describe as “digital‑ emotional affor‑
dances”—are deeply ambiguous: Digital‑emotional affordances may be fruitful in overcom‑
ing journalism’s irrelevance and the divide between journalism and audiences but they also 
create new divides and disconnections. In particular, based on a synthesis of existing studies 
and illustrative examples, we argue that digital‑emotional affordances can:

• facilitate immersion‑based empathy;
• foster networked solidarity;
• bring moral agency into the emotional public sphere;
• stress the salience of fact‑finding and reality;
• amplify anger and fear;
• allow nontransparent use of emotion analytics and authenticity, thus threatening the 

transparency of political communication;
• enable online harassment and dark participation.

What are the consequences of digital‑emotional affordances for practices of digital media 
and journalism in democratic societies? How can they be productively harnessed to improve 
democratic life? First, in the complex media landscape we have described, we must con‑
sider how to draw on such affordances to bolster the legitimacy of journalism as a social 
institution. Given the challenges of polarized politics in the digital era, there is a need to 
embed inclusive and equitable liberal values within the normative ethos of journalism. This 
may entail expanded expectations of journalism, including a role in mediating transforma‑
tive action, opening itself to marginalized and oppressed communities, and embracing new 
norms such as social justice and cosmopolitanism, while upholding high standards and a 
commitment to truth and informational validity (Zelizer et al., 2022).

Some of the digital‑emotional affordances we described may encompass such utopian 
possibilities. Facilitating empathy, emotional, immersive forms of storytelling, and expres‑
sions of compassion through social media can foster networked solidarity. However, what 
we are getting is (also) a caricature of the emotional public sphere, which, due to its struc‑
tures, affordances and established practices, risks amplifying anger and fear and enabling 
new forms of dark participation. In this emotional public sphere, journalism needs to keep 
up with influencers in terms of audience engagement—not only to keep democracy alive but 
also to regain relevance and legitimacy. Therefore, journalism might need to become more 
agile and radical in rethinking the position and role of emotion as an inherent part of news 
production and consumption.
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