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Abstract
This introduction to the thematic issue Freedom of Expression, Democratic Discourse and the Social Media discusses the
state of the debate surrounding freedom of expression in the field of communication studies and presents four original
articles dealing with freedom of speech in contemporary media from different perspectives.
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Pivotal throughout the history of thought leading up
to the liberal modern construals of freedom of expres-
sion, was always the notion of man’s potential for self-
abstraction and self-control in the face of offensive
content, vulgarity, repulsiveness, evil, and blasphemy
(Peters, 2005). The justification for tolerating such things
was always that debate about what is best for the com-
mon good would suffer if all perspectives were not
given voice. According to Peters, such classical, “heard-
hearted” liberalism is becoming increasingly difficult to
champion in times of increased globalization, cultural
pluralism, and postmodern uncertainty. The dilemma of
our times is to find a way to reconcile “critical liberty and
orthodox faith under postmodern conditions” (Peters,
2005, p. 292). The Mohammad cartoon crisis in 2005
(where caricatures of the prophetMuhammadwere pub-
lished in the Danish daily Jyllands-Posten and caused
worldwide protests, resulting in numerous deaths) be-
came a gruesome illustration of Peter’s point. Since then,
the issue of freedom of expression has continued to be
intensely problematized.

With the advent of social media, the very conditions
for democratic discourse changed in several ways. New
forums for political debate have evolved, forums that are
governed by different norms and rules than those of the

pre-digital media world. Even though the possibility for
the public to actively partake in the public debate has in-
creased significantly (Neubaum & Krämer, 2017), actual
participation still tends to be limited to certain groups
and factions. The discourse of social media is governed
by a logic of its own, different from the logic that we
know from traditional media. However, the ramifications
of this are not restricted to the online world—they spill
over on traditional media, for instance through the dis-
semination of false stories or when overinflated storms
of opinion get turned into regular news. Furthermore,
this is taking place in a social and political context that
in many Western societies is undergoing an increasing
political and cultural polarization which is picked up by
different groups on social media where it gets amplified
and sometimes distorted. This interaction between tra-
ditional democratic discourse, social media, and the po-
litical climate has altered the conditions for expressing
different opinions and ideas in the public sphere. This
discussion is, however, not only held in relation to var-
ious online excesses (Ng, 2020) but also in connection
with offline settings: Cancel culture, no-platforming, and
violent protests surrounding controversial speakers have
become a recurring phenomenon at universities and de-
liberative spacesworldwide (Norris, 2020). Such conflicts
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are emblematic of the culture-war-character of today’s
public discourse.

Amidst online disinformation, alternative news
providers, and information warfare, legislators are seem-
ingly at loss over how to handle the situation. We see at-
tempts from various governments attempting to tackle
the challenge of disinformation and hateful content on
the one hand (Germany making it unlawful to post hate
speech in social media, and in France, where it is now ille-
gal to publish ‘fake news’), and examples of government
initiatives which try to counter activist involvement in
universities and the media, on the other hand (Poland
and Hungary). The dilemma Peters wrote about in 2005
is even more real today and questions are hanging in the
air that need to be addressed from a scholarly perspec-
tive. There seems to be a substantial unity, for example,
among politicians, journalists, and researchers about the
need to work actively against fake news and disinforma-
tion. But how will such initiatives materialize, and what
implications will they have for the future? While there
is a vigorous debate online about freedom of speech,
the threat of cancel culture and woke activism on the
one hand, and about hate speech, threats to journalists,
scholars, and politicians on the other, media scholars
tend to be rather absent in the discussion. This thematic
issue has its genesis in discussions about these changing
conditions, and the consequences these changes may
have. The articles approach the problem of freedom of
expression, democratic discourse, and social media from
several different angles: Internet governance, populist
Internet activism, online harassment, and cancel culture.

Digital media has brought about new conditions for
public discourse, in particular platforms where users are
able to remain anonymous. Examples abound of extrem-
ist propaganda, threats, and personal attacks. Legislators
are asking for intervention by the social media com-
panies, but seem to be reluctant to alter existing le-
gal provisions for the freedom of expression. Ricknell
(2020) explores the future of freedom of expression on
the Internet by discussing different possible scenarios of
Internet governance and their outcomes for democratic
participation, digital surveillance, and free access to me-
dia content. She identifies three types of primary play-
ers: governments, private tech companies, and users. In
her article, she discusses the consequences of each of
these governing the Internet infrastructure and hence
regulating the content on different platforms. She con-
cludes that user governance, or decentralization, holds
the most promising future for freedom of expression
and democratic participation on the Internet, even if this
scenario also has some pitfalls. She takes a more pes-
simistic view on the prospects for digital democracy if
the Internet were governed by state regulation or by pri-
vate tech companies. In these cases, censorship, Internet
shutdowns, lack of transparency, and restrictions on pub-
lic access to media could become an increasing problem,
not only in countries with authoritarian regimes but also
in those traditionally considered to be democratic.

Nevertheless, digital platforms still hold great poten-
tial as channels for oppositional political communication,
even in countries where freedom of expression is cur-
tailed. Glazunova (2020) illuminates this with her study
of the Russian oppositional politician, Alexei Navalny,
who uses social media as a channel to reach the pub-
lic with his anti-corruption investigative journalism and
populist message. Glazunova considers Navalny to be
an exception in the political life of Russia today, a non-
elected opposition activist who has not only survived in
the political arena but also been successful at keeping in
touch with the public in an oppressive political climate
(the article was written before Navalny was poisoned in
August 2020).

Public discourse in themedia, both legacy media and
digital platforms, can be a democratic resource, but it can
also be turned into a force aimed at cancelling public fig-
ures. Latif (2020) looks into one example of cancel cul-
ture in the US in 2019 when an AmericanMuslim scholar
was included in a state commission under the Trump
administration. Latif’s analysis of opinion editorials that
was published in the mainstream press as a response to
this appointment shows that a substantial proportion of
the editorials written bymembers of theMuslim commu-
nity could be labelled as character cancellation. Latif also
discusses the consequences of opting to be silent or ab-
sent on the digital platforms where much of the debate
that followed took place.

The public sphere is not constituted by the news
media alone. Other genres, like fiction, biographies,
and essays, are also nurturing the democratic discourse
as well as being dependent on a free and pluralistic
public sphere. For this reason, Wegner, Prommer, and
Seidel (2020) consider online harassment targeting non-
journalist writers as just a serious threat to democratic
discourse as harassment targeting journalists. In their
study of Germanwriters,Wegner et al. (2020) found that
half of the respondents have personal experience of be-
ing harassed online. For many of these, the attacks have
resulted in restrictions in their everyday working life in
terms of different forms of self-restraint and even self-
censorship. The authors point out that this could have
severe consequences for the digital public sphere since
they argue that unrestrained literary work is necessary
for social inclusion, integration, and plurality.

While limited in scope, the articles in this thematic
issue, each in their own way, provide relevant and origi-
nal contributions to the ongoing debate. Ricknell (2020)
provides a constructive framework that allows for a struc-
tured discussion of the possible scenarios. Glazunova’s
(2020) analysis of a Russian case is original since the
current research trend within media and populism is
to focus on the rise of populist politicians in demo-
cratic Western countries (Krämer & Holtz-Bacha, 2020).
Glazunova’s analysis shows that alternative media plat-
forms can serve important political and ideological pur-
poses in certain media landscapes, while at the same
time being a channel for populist messages, targeting a
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corrupt elite. Latif’s (2020) contribution also addresses a
complex and sensitive question froman unusual perspec-
tive formedia scholars:What public positions are realisti-
cally available for Muslim intellectuals in America today?
It describes the dynamics of cancel culture that should be
taken more seriously by the community of media schol-
ars. Wegner et al. (2020) emphasize the fact that it is not
only journalists who are put in harm’s way, the silencing
of other voices is indeed a reality and is equally harmful
and problematic.

As an area of interest to media scholars, issues such
as these deserve further attention.
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