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PART I

Introduction



CHAPTER 1

Reframing Constituency Communication
in Changing Times

Luigi Ceccarini, Rosanna De Rosa, and James L. Newell

Constituency Communication and Democracy

In the current post-ideological era, the role of representatives has become
subject to growing strain as they have been asked to take on new
responsibilities and to support opposing interests while leaving values and
questions of rights to civil society organizations, to the conflicts among
diverse cultural perspectives and, of course, to media debate. Democ-
racy, consequently, is becoming increasingly formulaic, leading to the
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4 L. CECCARINI ET AL.

increasingly mechanical reproduction of a procedural framework within
which decision-making has become mainly a technical matter informed
by expertise or common sense, with representatives paying attention to
public opinion and so becoming in some sense ‘followers’ rather than
‘leaders’. Moreover, representatives are part of a fluid context in which
policies, laws, and values become open and negotiable through a process
of communication and information exchange in which certain forms of
direct participation take place (Landemore, 2013).

This book is designed to address the crucial question of how demo-
cratic institutions are changing and, in particular, how the idea of
representation is changing thanks to the combined effect of disinterme-
diation—or rather, neo-intermediation—and the plebiscitarian tendencies
characterizing the so-called ‘established democracies’.

This is a far-reaching question to which we shall give only partial
answers; for, democracies are changing because societies are profoundly
changing. Behind the metamorphosis of politics, several indicators make
it possible to understand better these transformations and the direc-
tion of the change taking place. Thus, it is useful to look at the
nature of representative democracies nowadays. These have been studied
from several perspectives but the relationship between representatives
and constituencies has been overlooked, even though social change has
profoundly affected this relationship. Therefore, this work intends to
reveal how the main representative institutions (legislatures, parties, and
so on) are evolving, and what structural changes are affecting political
representation.

The process of delegitimation of democratic institutions has been made
apparent by the forms of direct democracy that have been resorted to in
order to strengthen and legitimize executives. Referendums in a number
of European countries can be seen—even when their proponents have
miscalculated their outcomes,—as devices for winning popular support
for positions concerning complicated matters on which political elites
have already decided (Qvortrup, 2018). The Brexit and Italian consti-
tutional referenda of 2016 are good examples. The Brexit referendum,
in particular, provoked a major political crisis as it appeared to insert a
new concept of sovereignty into the British constitution at odds with the
traditional concept of parliamentary sovereignty at a time when an over-
whelming majority of parliamentarians favoured the ‘Remain’ position.
Hence, the referendum was an example of how the political agency of
representative institutions has been thrown into question.
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Constituency Communication in Changing Times is an attempt to
cast light on representation and related representative processes from a
communications perspective by employing a comparative approach to the
empirical study of the changes taking place in the relationship between
citizens and their representatives.

The (hyper)mediatization of politics and society, through an enhanced
media system, is here considered a relevant enabling factor because it
creates the conditions necessary for change in the nature of democratic
processes themselves.

The increasing spread of populist discourses; the displacement of power
centres to arenas outside political institutions; the polarization of public
debate; the transformation of relations in the activity of representation: all
these are systemic effects of the interconnectedness of global hypermedia.
The growing permeability of the boundaries between political institutions,
and between these and the legacy and traditional media in democratic
regimes, have led political institutions increasingly to give way to forms
of plebiscitarian democracy.

The underlying idea is that in an era of rapid change such as the present
it is unclear what causes what. In this context, the new media appear
to have enabled the well-known process of disintermediation (or neo-
intermediation) of politics to take place (Ceccarini, 2021).

These changes have brought about the enlargement of the public
sphere (in the sense of increasing the number of citizens involved
in it), and have created a demand for more direct forms of politics
and post-bureaucratic political structures. Thanks to the initiatives of
post-bureaucratic political entrepreneurs (Bimber, 2003), various poli-
cies of democratic innovation (Smith, 2009; Sorice, 2020)—based on
digital platforms allowing citizens to be active participants in political
decision-making processes—have been implemented.

Moreover, the assumption behind these more participatory political
processes is that they increase accountability and encourage the making
of political decisions more sensitive to public opinion by making it easier
for citizens to attribute responsibility for public policies.

However, the media do not exist in a vacuum; they are, rather, the
product of deep-seated processes of cultural and social change (Ingle-
hart, 1997). Such change, which has mainly affected young people, has
been driven by attempts to respond to new social needs. These have
arisen from the emergence of new human-rights issues and from the
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demand for more effective forms of social protection aimed at identi-
fying, recognizing, and supporting specific social groups emerging from
modernization processes and the higher level of differentiation caused
by these processes. The imperative to allow individuals to make their
voices heard or to realize post-materialist value priorities is part of these
processes thanks to which new forms of political expression and citizen-
ship are being explored (Ceccarini, 2021; Di Gregorio, 2021). Against
this background, the book also aims to reflect on communication, its
paradigms, theories and categories, and on the classic and fundamental
issue of media effects in light of the search for compliance, similarities,
and disruptive behaviours (Bennett & Pfetsch, 2018).

From this perspective, Constituency Communication in Changing
Times aims to explore the crisis of traditional forms of political mediation;
the growing power of executives vis-à-vis legislatures; the emergence of
forms of direct participation in decision-making processes, and the role
of platform politics—including social media—versus the politics of legacy
media (Auel & Umit, 2018; Jackson & Lilleker, 2011).

According to a number of scholars, democracies have entered a
‘post-democratic’ phase (Crouch, 2004), a phase of ‘post-representative’
politics (Keane, 2009, 2015; Tormey, 2015). The explanandum concerns
how post-representative democracy is structured, how it works and
what shape it has taken in the light of processes of direct democracy,
referendum democracy, or epistemic democracy, for example. The organi-
zational dimension is also fundamental in this regard having, for example,
created the basis for so-called platform politics. Moreover, even the rela-
tional aspect might play a major role, with the possible emergence of
territorialization, de-territorialization, and new styles of representation
and governance at the territorial level.

To provide an answer to these questions, constituency communica-
tion is used as a method for analysing—on a more substantial level—how
democracy is changing.

Italy, Spain and Poland provide good examples of the phenomena
mentioned above. Populist and nationalist forces in all three countries
have emerged as bottom-up and top-down actors pushing for people to
have a voice, and for democratic processes to be more inclusive.

The intersection between populist and nationalist discourses and the
related question of representation has been largely ignored by the litera-
ture so far, or, at least, there is a huge gap to be filled. By analysing the
transformations that have taken place in MPs’ communication practices in
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non-election periods, it will be possible to shed light both on how repre-
sentative democracy is changing and on the strains in the relationship
between executives and legislatures that populist and nationalist parties
are exploiting. These changes are taking place against the background of
the growing significance of permanent campaigning . However, the book
will not directly consider political campaigns even though they now seem
to be better connected with representation than in the past—this thanks
to the progressive weakening of party identification and consequent voter
volatility, which have rendered election communications more vital than
ever in mobilizing potential supporters.

Framing Constituency Communication

During a seminar organized by ‘Running’—an Italian communications
agency specialized in building campaign strategies—held at the beginning
of the twenty-first century, Phil Gould (a political strategist involved in
masterminding the Labour Party’s election campaign in 1997) described
the traits of a world, which, he argued, was fully new and completely
inverted in comparison with the past. This new world, in his view, was
one in which the game of politics continued to be played according to
the old rules, despite the changes that had overtaken it. The stadium, he
argued, was the same, but the spectators had vanished (Crouch, 2020;
Dalton & Wattenberg, 2002; Mair, 2013). In the European countries
holding national elections in 2018, turnout declined everywhere except
in Spain and Switzerland (where, in elections in the mid-1980s, turnout
had already been relatively low). Party membership has likewise declined,
with ‘the decline of the small group of activists linked to the traditional
symbolic identities of class and religion on which the parties were founded
[not having been] offset by the involvement of new segments of the
population’ (Crouch, 2020: 24). Countries across Europe, independently
of the characteristics of their political systems or economic structures,
witnessed the growth of parties expressing anti-political sentiments. At
the time of writing of this book, the world was struggling with the Coro-
navirus pandemic and witnessed the organized assault on Capitol Hill by
Donald Trump’s supporters on the day of the formal recognition of Joe
Biden’s victory in the 2020 presidential election. Riots were also taking
place against the pandemic containment measures, while several govern-
ments—in places like Russia and Poland—were being challenged for their
policies limiting civil rights.
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One might suggest that a deep cultural revolution had been taking
place, but that politics had not noticed it. According to Gould, the revo-
lution had at least three important implications—implications that could
be described in terms of the following metaphors: the insecure citizen,
the powerful consumer and contaminated communication.

The Insecure Citizen

Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity by Ulrich Beck (1992) was one of
the most influential books to be published at the end of the last millen-
nium when, according to the author modernity was entering a phase of
reflexivity. Beck defined the concept of risk—and its main side effect, the
permanent state of insecurity—as

a systematic way of dealing with hazards and insecurities induced and intro-
duced by modernization itself. Risks, as opposed to older dangers, are
consequences that relate to the threatening force of modernization and its
globalization of doubt. They are politically reflexive. To put it differently,
in the risk society the unknown and unintended consequences come to be
a dominant force in history and society. (Beck, 1992: 21)

In his radical interpretation, socially recognized risk (and—of course—its
management) is a legitimizing force for politics, called upon to identify
and eliminate problems attributed to the industrialization process. Some
risks are class-specific, others seem to have an equalizing effect, which
makes it apparent why the risk society produces new lines of conflict, new
forms of competition for popular support, and new types of community
and social bonds aimed at reducing feelings of anxiety and risk. Environ-
mental risks, a lack of food safety, food insecurity and the risk of being
‘left behind’ are good examples of the risks prevalent in today’s social
milieu.

Within this framework, safety necessarily becomes the normative value
of reflexive modernity. Actors seek to prevent something worse instead of
striving for social change, equality or improvements in the quality of social
life. It is not only a matter of specific repertoires of political goal attain-
ments: ruling the market through economic policies, taking measures in
favour of a more equal distribution of income and providing social secu-
rity and welfare. Rather, it is a matter of the non-political dimension: the
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ultimate aim is, if not to eliminate, to affect the causes of hazards in the
broader modernization process.

This has many relevant consequences, the most crucial one being
the socialization of nature as an inner component of the modernization
process. In other words, it is a matter of politicization. It is at this point
that politics reveals a kind of dilemma: it cannot externalize the hazard,
which depends on decisions already made, and—at the same time—it
becomes conscious of its limited capacity to intervene. The Coronavirus
pandemic has been the perfect storm for the risk society; a catastrophic
situation is no longer an exception but becomes the new normal at a
global level, accompanied by a high degree of awareness and reflexivity.

A few years later, Beck was obliged to update his seminal book in order
to contextualize the risk society in the aftermath of September 11. His
inspiring story is told by Benford (1999), a science fiction writer who
took part in an interesting challenge: how to create ‘Long-lasting nuclear
waste warning messages’ to deter potential intrusion on nuclear waste
repositories by people who will be living 10,000 years from now. The
US Congress created a task force composed of nuclear physicists, anthro-
pologists, linguists, brain researchers, psychologists, molecular biologists,
sociologists, artists, and others with the assignment of developing a system
of symbols that could properly express the dangers posed by American
nuclear waste-disposal sites.

It was in this context that Benford developed the concepts of deep
time outlook (long-term preservation) and deep time messages (trans-
mission of meanings in records). These have now become the best
examples of Beck’s Global Society Risk, a form of risk production that
extends across time and space. Several proposals were considered, but for
many reasons—including change in languages, meanings, people’s abili-
ties, support degradation, etc.—it was thought not possible to leave such
messages for future generations. The backbone of Benford’s argument
was that humanity needed to adopt a deep time outlook to preserve itself.
This is exactly what the risk society is all about. In fact,

the speeding up of modernization has produced a gulf between the world
of quantifiable risk in which we think and act and the world of non-
quantifiable insecurities that we are creating. Past decisions about nuclear
energy and present decisions about the use of gene technology, human
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genetics, nanotechnology, etc. are unleashing unpredictable, uncontrol-
lable and ultimately incommunicable consequences that might ultimately
endanger all life on earth. (Beck, 2002: 40)

The environmental question is probably the most appropriate example
to use to understand better the concept of hazard deriving from the
first modernization era. It is a visible framework that gives a structure
to people’s everyday lives, but one that is amenable to being influenced,
managed, controlled, and even subject to commodification, allocation,
use and abuse, while below the surface it remains unaffordable for the
bulk of the population (Adam, 2005).

This risk is inherently connected to control; it presumes that decision-
making has to calculate the incalculable. This was the master narrative of
the first phase of modernity. In the present-day risk society, people enter a
world of uncontrollable risk that is the ‘description for the second-order,
unnatural, human-made, manufactured uncertainties and hazards beyond
boundaries we are confronted with’ (Beck, 2009: 41).

More clearly, uncertainty is not a simple matter of growing risks but
rather of the expansion of uncontrollable risk in all its dimensions: spatial
(risks that transcend nation-state boundaries), temporal (the long latency
period of dangers), and social (the inability, in a global and ever more
interconnected world, to determine who caused the risk). The Covid-19
pandemic, in this respect, lays bare the multidimensional nature of the
world risk society (Beck, 2002: 39). It acts in a realm in which nature,
society, and techno-science interact. The pandemic, in other words, is the
result of a manufactured risk largely depending on social-economic and
political structures.

There is no doubt that feelings of insecurity have grown in the shadow
of the globalization of information processes (Bauman, 2014), with
violence reflecting the conflict between opposing cultural identities in the
contemporary world. Conflicts based on gender, ethnicity, the nation and
Jihad vs. McWorld are all current examples of the politics of identity in a
changing world (Crouch, 2018).

The most dramatic example was provided by the 11 September event,
when the language collapsed. The impossibility of controlling either
clashes between different value systems or events taking place beyond
the spheres of interaction of citizens and institutions, have contributed
to increasing mistrust towards modernity, progress, and technology,
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according to Rosanvallon (2006) and Norris and Inglehart (2013). More-
over, politics, as the basis for policy and communication, could be added
to the previous elements. Or to put it in the words of Rosanvallon:

[...] What is at issue today is the readability of society, that is, being able
to narrate society. We have moved from a world in which processes of
representation and delegation were at work to one in which processes
of narrative representation are expected, i.e. representation that can make
society understandable for those who are component parts of it, that makes
the lived realities of society visible and present in public debate. These real-
ities that are not simply static, but concern the life stories of individuals
and their trajectories. All this produces collective identities that are simul-
taneously more fragmented and at the same time more historically specific,
more closely linked to social events. Societies are social testing grounds,
communities of events and not simply communities of position. This is the
first element that characterises the so-called democratic crisis. (Rosanvallon,
2020: 693)

Imprisoned in its weakness, politics has lost the ability to offer effective
solutions, the construction of meaning or visions of a world in which to
believe.

However, global risk is unequally distributed, both territorially and
socially. In large areas of the world considered as peripheral, risk is
perceived as an exogenous process affecting the daily lives of their inhab-
itants who feel like helpless hostages of the process. The so-called Great
Recession starting in 2007–2008 had a greater impact on the world’s
peripheries than on its powerful centres, from where it all started, whereas
terrorist threats seem to flourish in peripheral states and their effects can
be felt in the world’s centres. The consequence is that uncertainty is
generalized and all countries with global interests can be identified as a
community of fate. The first lesson of this story is that

in an age where trust and faith in God, class, nation, and progress have
largely disappeared, humanity’s common fear has proved the last—ambiva-
lent—resource for making new bonds. (Beck, 2002: 46)

This might be the reason why, today, (neo)nationalism can be seen as
the wrong answer to real problems—as what to offer citizens to set them
free from insecurity. Yet, as ‘identity’ is the name that has been given to
insecurity (Bauman et al., 1999), globalization and belonging go hand
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in hand (Crouch, 2018). The identity claim has been used, paradoxically,
to move political conflicts from the national to the supranational level, in
an attempt to share the issues—such as terrorism, immigration, financial
crisis—considered to be responsible for the risk society.

One of the side effects has been the increasing sense of uncertainty,
of mistrust of national, supranational and traditional political organi-
zations. For the political and media systems it is all about creating a
new narrative of history, progress and modernity while the postmodern
world is—in Bauman’s words—preparing itself to live in a condition of
permanent and irresolvable uncertainty. To put it differently, the crisis—
of economics, democracy, international relations, the legacy media and
parties—has become the paradigm through which to deal with our time
(Davis, 2019).

The Powerful Consumer

Economic globalization has highlighted the increasingly interconnected
and interdependent nature of national economies and their reduced
sovereignty. According to Steger (2017), globalization is a multifaceted
phenomenon that has various dimensions (economic, political, cultural,
ecological), ideologies (concerning markets, justice and religions) and
related processes, all adding to its complexity. Lacking a big picture or
an ability to manage change, parties have found themselves ‘naked’ and
losing popular support (Calise, 2013; Mair, 2013; Revelli, 2013).

The void left by their declining significance has been gradually filled by
other entities: on one hand, at the level of economic governance, interna-
tional organizations, private corporations, and financial institutions play a
very influential role. On the other hand, at the grassroots level, citizens’
associations, collective movements, political advocacy groups, opinion
campaigns, blogs and civil society monitors, are much more capable of
aggregating dissent, of introducing critical citizens, even if in a frag-
mented and sporadic way, to new agency powers challenging established
political organizations (Ceccarini, 2021; Crouch, 2004; Norris, 1999).

All societal actors politically involved in influencing the decision-
making process belong to the level of sub-politics because their innova-
tions remain under the jurisdiction of business, science, and technology,
for whom democratic procedures are invalid.
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On the one hand, the claims and the forms of parliamentary democracy
are established along with industrial society. On the other, the scope of
validity of these principles is truncated […]. This becomes problematic
in the continuity of reflexive modernization processes wherein the face of
increased or hazardous productive forces the sub-politics has taken over
the leading role from politics in shaping society. (Beck, 1992: 14)

All this has led to the delegitimation of the state apparatus. The more the
state has lost authority, the more difficult it has become to reconstruct
the fabric of social relations at the base of politics—this above all thanks
to the fact that the public space seems to be expanding beyond measure,
becoming at one and the same time boundless, and, like the world itself,
exceptionally small. Society has thus become fragmented into a series of
fluid micro-communities and new tribes (Maffesoli, 1988), organized not
around the idea of a world we would like, but around the interests we
intend to protect from time to time.

The operating system of society has long since shifted towards an
individualized sense of citizenship and is based on elements of self-
assertiveness. This style of involvement can respond to a diverse political
culture, where the logic of Do It Yourself, individual needs, consump-
tion, and the (post)material organization of life, are domains in which
the citizen feels endowed with greater powers of choice and where it is
possible to express oneself in a more autonomous and personal way than
in a traditional society and in traditional political structures (Micheletti,
2003, 2017).

The consumption society identified by Serge Latouche (2013) is a
society that has educated its citizens to be insatiable consumers of goods
through which their identities are continually redefined. Anything can
then become desirable, consumable and replaceable no matter if it is a
good, a political leader or party, an ideological orientation or even a state
institution.

It is within this framework that segments of global society suffer from
postmodern uncertainty, as they have been ‘left behind’ in the related
transformation processes. These individuals have failed to seize the oppor-
tunities of globalization (mainly due to a lack of personal and social
resources). They are the so-called ‘losers’ of globalization, who tend to
be attracted by the appeals of populism.

The apologetic reading of globalization as a transformational force
creating a better world has prompted many criticisms and stimulated
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much discussion from a range of ideological standpoints. Collective
action has been stimulated by new emerging inequalities: Transnational
phenomena like the Occupy movement and that of the Indignados
are two recent and topical examples—among others—of this kind of
trend that underlines how the mechanisms of representative politics are
changing. Shouting the slogan, ‘We are the 99%!’, the Occupy movement,
using digital communication, played a central role in post-representative
politics (Tormey, 2015).

In Europe, the dream of a unified polity has crumbled thanks to the
2008 financial crisis, the Brexit referendum, and an ineffective immigra-
tion policy, which has left unaddressed a range of problems populist forces
have been able to take up in seeking to exploit citizens’ feelings of inse-
curity. Finally, it is clear to all that the digital revolution, which according
to some narratives would enhance democracy by empowering individuals
and by creating new markets, new job opportunities, and more sustainable
economies, has taken a different road, where the Internet and democracy
have a much more complex relationship than had at first been thought
(Ceccarini, 2020; Coleman, 2017).

In addition, the assumption that racial discrimination would come
to an end with the Obama presidency has been shown to have been
mistaken. Rather, new nationalist claims—such as ‘Make America great
again!’, racial intolerance, discriminatory welfare policies, dismantling
‘Obamacare’, and a muscular approach to politics and society that has
politicized such developments as the Coronavirus pandemic—have all
given the lie to earlier cosy assumptions.

The crisis of the cosmopolitan narrative (the apologetic reading of
globalization, the dream of a European political entity, the democratic
power of digital technologies and the end of racial discrimination) can
be seen as an indicator of the increasing weakness of western centrality.
A political space open to alternative storytelling and alternative actors is
now available.

The Contaminated Communication

Finally, in the inverted world described by Gould, contaminated commu-
nication is identified by a paradigm shift that has transformed the
nature of political discourse and its relationship with citizens and
media. Contaminated communication is the result of three intertwined
phenomena:
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(a) First, the boundaries of the ‘political’ have been changing along
with emerging forms of political and civic participation and the
representation of interests (Grossi, 2020).

(b) Second, citizens’ growing access to the media system has fostered
a paradigm shift from ‘hearing’ to ‘voice’ enacting forms of
‘individualized collective action’ or modes of ‘Participation 2.0’
(Micheletti, 2017): a change that is well expressed by the phrase
‘I will no longer hear what you have to say unless you have earned
the right to say it’ (ref).

(c) Finally, for the first time in human history, the algorithm-based
technological milieu, which hosts the largest part of the public
debate, has become a powerful agent beyond people’s control: a
milieu in which it is much more difficult to exercise any form of
monitoring of public bodies (Bucher, 2018).

Yet, after an initial golden age of the Internet as a democratizing force
acting for an enlargement of the public sphere, several kinds of manip-
ulation channelled by social media have affected the formation of public
opinion. Conspiracy theories, post-truth, hate speech, echo chambers and
filter bubbles, are only a few examples of the dangerous dynamics that can
affect political behaviour as a result of creating disenchantment, distrust,
political apathy and extremism.

Since 2011, Morozov has addressed both cyber-utopianism and
Internet centrism, criticising the excessive regard for the contribution
made by the Internet, which, he suggests, has produced an interpretive
distortion of social reality, besides facilitating processes of democratization
in countries where civil society activism mobilizes demands for greater
democratic freedom.

The adoption of this perspective would seem to lead to an under-
estimation, in the analysis of political phenomena, of the impact of
cultural conditions, enhancing both the role of the Internet and the
online communication technologies. Thereafter, Sunstein (2017) opened
his #republic.com book by stating that in a well-functioning democracy,
people do not live within echo chambers or information cocoons. The
main argument here is one of personalization, of information packaged
for the individual user only. For all the individual users sharing the same
profile, it is easy to be recognized and reached by extremely personalized
messages.
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The convergence between economics of attention and human
psychology appears to be crucial in explaining what makes fake news
so powerful and why. A media-ecology perspective seems to emerge
with particular evidence in most recent studies focusing on the impact
of digital information on opinion formation, decision-making and polit-
ical behaviour (Lewandowsky et al., 2020). To demonstrate how social
media change people’s political behaviour, four ‘pressure points’ in media
ecology that are likely to have visible effects have been identified: (a) the
attention economy, (b) the chosen architectures, (c) algorithmic content
curation, and (d) mis/disinformation.

Indeed, algorithms that promote attractive content, and people’s
tendency to be engaged by news that evoke negative emotions, are the
two conditions that, if combined, become the perfect recipe for the
spreading of disinformation.

Therefore, politicians both create the conditions for polarization and
take advantage of it. Barack Obama was the first presidential candidate
scientifically to use social media to engage voters, doing so in both
the 2008 and 2012 campaigns. Donald Trump personalized the use of
Twitter, ensuring direct access to the president and using his account to
spread messages and fake news.

The assault on Capitol Hill in January 2021 triggered by Trump’s
messages has caused a ‘climate change’ in the media ecosystem, placing
the debate about platform capitalism (Zuboff, 2019) at the heart of the
political and research agenda. Like industrial waste, fake news, disinforma-
tion and post-truth contribute to polluting the wells that feed democracy:
that public sphere that identifies itself with social media where most
human interactions used to take place. The tendency of digital platforms
to favour the creation of information bubbles (Pariser, 2011) with the
consequence of facilitating fragmentation and polarization of opinions
(Sunstein, 2017) is nowadays widely debated.

The welding of social media and artificial intelligence (van Dijck et al.,
2019) has helped to consolidate these dynamics and multiply their effects
in (un)predictable directions. The reunification of far-right groups in the
United States, facilitated by platforms such as Discord and Parler, as
linked to the Charlottesville events in 2017 and Capitol Hill riots, sheds
some light on the networked society (Rainie & Wellman, 2012), its digital
media eco-system and the hybridization with legacy media (Chadwick,
2013) where communication is as pervasive as it is powerful, and beyond
democratic control.
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From a media ecology perspective, culture, communication and tech-
nology are not only deeply interrelated but compete with other agencies
and institutions to occupy socio-political space. The literature in this
regard demonstrates that even a small share of fake news can influence
the political agenda by entering into the public debate or acting on the
popularity of a problem in the wider ecosystem of digital media (Vargo
et al., 2018).

A recent study showed that fake news is capable of intertwining with
partisan media (e.g. Fox News) and influencing news on a wide range of
topics, including the environment, international relations, religion, taxes,
and unemployment. Similarly, it has been suggested that far-right channels
such as Breitbart have a greater agenda-altering potential than mainstream
media (Benkler et al., 2017).

Indeed, the polarization of the electorate seems to be an effective way
to fill the stadiums again. The 2020 presidential election campaign in
the USA was one of the most controversial elections ever, and saw the
highest level of participation in the last 120 years, with voter turnout
reaching 66.7%. More than 159 million voters went to the polling
stations. According to a Pew Research Centre pre-election survey, the rise
in turnout was fuelled in part by the bitter fight between the incumbent
President, Donald Trump, and the challenger, Joe Biden, with 83% of the
American voters agreeing that the election ‘really matter[ed]’.1 However,
polarization was not only a feature of the campaign but marked the whole
of Trump’s presidency, which created deeply partisan and personal divides
bringing the country into a state of turmoil. The 26,000 tweets2 he wrote
are a real-time account of how a candidate can deeply polarize a society
while losing an election. Therefore, for the political strategist whose task
is to fill the stadium again, polarizing the electorate can work only in the
short term. Political leaders are required to abandon bipolar campaign
game plans (you lose/I win) and encourage involvement and participa-
tion at the institutional and individual level by taking advantage of the
enormous organizational power of the Internet. Social media are impor-
tant tools making it possible for excluded groups with few resources in
this new context, to reclaim their democratic rights and to have a voice.

1 https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2021/01/28/turnout-soared-in-2020-as-
nearly-two-thirds-of-eligible-u-s-voters-cast-ballots-for-president/.

2 https://www.thetrumparchive.com/insights/frequency.

https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2021/01/28/turnout-soared-in-2020-as-nearly-two-thirds-of-eligible-u-s-voters-cast-ballots-for-president/
https://www.thetrumparchive.com/insights/frequency
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However, this feeling of proximity consists mainly in a sort of social
and media construction that ends up creating the impression that politics
is even closer to citizens than it actually is. There is a side effect of this,
which is to transform representation from being a tool for constructing
public space to becoming a means of expressing desires, interests and
identities. This is the logic behind the idea of the ‘proximity’ of repre-
sentatives, which closely mirrors all the movements and demands that call
for forms of direct democracy and civil society participation (Innerarity,
2015).

Besides, it is crucial for representatives to launch campaigns around
specific issues and to maintain contact with their respective electoral bases
during their terms of office. Politics has now entered a domain where
permanent online communication is a sort of standard, being the shape
taken by political representation in critical times.

The Post-Democratic Framework

Searching Scopus for literature on post-democracy, it comes as a surprise
that—despite its extensive use in public debate and conferences—the
concept of post-democracy seems to have received little attention in the
scientific literature. The search for titles, abstracts and keywords returns
about 315 articles, mainly written since 2008 (Fig. 1.1), following the
publication of Crouch’s book.

Fig. 1.1 The concept of post-democracy in Scopus publications (1990–2021)
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In 1996, the concept appeared in an article entitled, ‘Post-democracy,
politics, and philosophy: An interview with Jacques Rancière’, published
by Kate Nash (1996). The French philosopher had just presented his
theses in La Mésentente. Politique et philosophie (1995) where he described
the concept of post-democracy as:

The practice of government and the conceptual legitimization of a democ-
racy according to the demos, of a democracy having liquidated the
appearance, the disappointment and the dispute of the people, thus
reducible to the sole game of state devices and compositions of energies
and social interests. Post-democracy is not a democracy that has found
the truth of institutional forms in the play of social energies. It is a mode
of identification between institutional arrangements and the provisions of
parties and of parts of society capable of making the subject and the work
proper of democracy disappear. (Rancière, 1995: 142–143)

In other words, if democracy is the subjectivation of politics, post-
democracy is the displacement of the debate over the public interest to
other places.

The concept has started to become popular only since 2008 when the
effects of the economic crisis began to be felt, and all over the world, new
social movements posed the question of equality and income distribution
in opposition to the neoliberal model of governance, the privatization of
public services, and the concentration of wealth. The slogan, ‘We are the
99%!’, is a clear reflection of this point. For both right-wing and left-wing
populism, the distortions caused by globalization became a good cause to
fight for and to communicate. It is at this point that the concept of post-
democracy was successfully used to explain the reasons for social turmoil
and democratic discontent. There is a positive correlation between the
decline in the egalitarian pressure exercised by subaltern social classes
during the last century and the affirmation of the influence of corporate
power over politics and the people’s will. In this respect, post-democracy
from Crouch’s perspective is not a guiding concept, as in Ranciére, but
the identification of a complex syndrome that

helps us describe situations when boredom, frustration, and disillusion have
settled in after a democratic moment; when powerful minority interests
have become far more active than the mass of ordinary people in making
the political system work for them; where political elites have learned
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to manage and manipulate popular demands; where people have to be
persuaded to vote by top-down publicity campaigns. (Crouch, 2000: 7)

The application of VOSviewer—special software that allows us to visualize
the scientific landscape by mapping a concept and the co-occurrence of
keywords used in all published articles indexed by Scopus—provides an
exhaustive representation of such a post-democratic syndrome.

The map shows clearly the two poles of the post-democratic discourse.
On one side, the governance approach is an attempt to cope with social
conflict by depoliticizing it so as to establish a form of functional democ-
racy based on the collaboration of public and private, the state and the
free market. This implies a role for the market whereby it rules over the
state and political representation. In this model, some forms of technoc-
racy can also be recognized. The debate has broadened to social reactions;
for, both a tendency to horizontality (which can be seen in the dilution of
democracy into a multitude of authorities, monitoring powers and IGOs),
and the growth of social movements and heterogeneous forms of activism
in civil society, have articulated citizens’ demands for greater opportuni-
ties to participate in decision-making processes and to have a voice in the
political community (Fig. 1.2).

On the other side, there is a more fluid situation where the trend
towards forms of government inspired by populism is a fact. More-
over, these political systems are characterized by the stronger political
leadership and a tendency to authoritarianism claiming to bypass state
institutions and their rules, including those of the EU whose legiti-
macy is challenged. These developments have de facto questioned the
assumptions on which liberal democracy has been based so far.

In the end, both the post-democratic poles discussed above could be
considered as ways of overcoming political representation, focusing more
on the support achieved by the élites or by the people (Insel, 2005;
Rancière, 1995). In post-democratic theory, accountability and respon-
siveness are two key elements of democracy in a permanent state of crisis
while de-politicization is considered an inevitable side effect of the tech-
nocratic approach. Esmark, summarizing Putnam’s work, identifies the
‘guiding principles’ of de-politicization as:

1) the idea that the replacement of politics with technicians provides
experts and professionals with an essentially apolitical role. 2) Skepticism
and even hostility towards politicians and political institutions. 3) A more



1 REFRAMING CONSTITUENCY COMMUNICATION IN CHANGING TIMES 21

Fig. 1.2 Cloud of the co-occurrence of keywords in the post-democracy
literature

or less blatant disregard for the openness and equality of political democ-
racy tending towards authoritarianism and absolutism. 4) The belief that
social and political conflict is misguided or even contrived. 5) The interpre-
tation of the effective policy is a question of pragmatics, not ideology nor
morality. 6) The notion that technological progress is good, and questions
of social justice are unimportant. (Esmark, 2017: 5)

In this respect, de-politicization is an implication of governance as well as
of populism. Despite their very different natures, both governance and
populism are part of the same process of change: they are a systemic
(counter-)reaction to the structural crisis of democracy (Davis, 2019). In
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other words, a form of post-politics is taking shape or has already taken
shape as the displacement of agency from representative institutions and,
therefore, from the people. It is the void to be ruled, that Peter Mair
(2013) was talking about.

Parliaments: The Search for a New Identity

Over the past thirty years, parliamentary institutions have been placed at
the centre of public debate almost everywhere in the democratic world.
Both the presidentialization of politics (Poguntke & Webb, 2005) and
opinion polls have pitilessly shown how serious, extensive and persis-
tent the loss of legitimacy of the body entrusted with the democratic
representation of territories and citizens’ interests has been. The spread
of anti-political sentiments and the presence of anti-party parties in
parliaments and in office are part of this story (De Petris & Poguntke,
2015).

According to the Standard Eurobarometer (SE 93, July 2020), around
36% of European citizens express trust in their national parliaments on
average. By any standard, this is an unsatisfactory proportion bearing in
mind parliaments’ responsibility for ensuring the representation of citizens
within the state machine. In the Polish and Italian cases, the proportions
expressing trust are very similar, respectively 28 and 26%—that is, about
10 percentage points below the average for the EU-27 in both cases.
Much lower is the figure for Spain: 19%.3

Political parties, trusted by 23% of Europeans, come after parliaments
in the ranking of confidence. Italians and Spaniards show very low levels
of trust in parties: only 13 and 12%, respectively, trust them. At 22%,
the proportion of Poles trusting parties is higher and close to the Euro-
pean average. As a fundamental intermediate and representative entity,
the political party is in crisis probably because, not only is it considered
detached from society and vice versa, but also because the mechanisms
of effective decision-making are in crisis. Politics and its main actors have

3 When asked about their national governments, the proportion of EU citizens
expressing trust is slightly higher—40%—but the distinctiveness of the Polish, Italian and
Spanish cases remain. Once again, the proportions expressing trust in the three cases are
around 10 percentage points below the EU average i.e. 34, 29 and 25% for Poland, Italy
and Spain respectively.
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failed to avoid the widespread sense of malaise and disappointment of
citizens (Norris, 2011).

Moreover, these data on the actors and arenas of representation—
parties and parliaments—reflect doubts about the quality of democracy
more broadly (Della Porta, 2013; Diamond & Morlino, 2005; Morlino
et al., 2013). On average, 58% of European citizens express satisfaction
with the quality of democracy in their countries, while the corresponding
proportions in Italy, Spain and Poland are 48, 51 and 57%, respectively.
On average, therefore, around half the citizens of the countries considered
are dissatisfied with the working of democracy.

The inefficiencies of democratic systems; the difficulties associated with
attempts to resolve increasingly intractable global problems; the conse-
quences of globalization for societies that have lost their traditional points
of reference: all of these possible causes prompt a considerable proportion
of citizens to express negative assessments of the state of democracy.

Obviously, the different political cultures within the individual coun-
tries, the component of critical and demanding citizens, explain at least
in part the different degrees of satisfaction with how democracy works in
any individual country.

What is certain is that a process of declining public confidence has had
the effect of compromising the roles of a number of political institutions,
especially political parties and parliaments.

Crouch (2004) attributes the overcoming of representative democ-
racy and the advent of post-democracy to governance models, neoliberal
policies, and globalization processes. These have had a series of conse-
quences in recent decades—consequences ranging from the strengthening
of government executives to the de-politicization of social issues. Thanks
to the availability of a wide range of media tools, the locus of public
debate has therefore tended to shift from institutional and elected bodies,
to civil society. Indeed, the crisis of democratic institutions, brought about
by declining faith in politics and in the political efficacy of its governing
institutions, is so apparent that it can be easily discerned in the reaction
it has provoked at the level of the representation process.

Developments like these, it has been suggested, could leave democracy
exposed and vulnerable, because of the fragmentation of public discourse
and the decline of civic culture (Bennett, 1998; Crouch, 2004; Sunstein,
2017).

In this context, the position of parliaments has become more fragile.
On the one hand, they remain the only bodies with the authority to
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control and approve the legislative initiatives of governments, and, on
the other, they have been brought into question for their (in)efficiency—
if not representativeness—as a reflection of institutional architecture. The
parties represented in parliaments are no longer considered reliable by
citizens, and decisions that should be taken by parliaments shape up in
non-political forums, outside democratic institutions and their control.
Some scholars refer to such changes as the coming of ‘post-representative
democracy’ (Keane, 2009, 2013; Manin, 1997; Tormey, 2015).

Furthermore, there is a widespread social perception that elections and
voting are no longer adequate or sufficient for ensuring the effectiveness
of democracy. Consequently, democratic innovations and the inclusion
of opportunities for direct participation or permanent forms of insti-
tutional surveillance are widely believed to be an essential requirement
for reducing disenchantment with democracy and representation (Prze-
worski, 2018; Rosanvallon, 2020; van Reybrouck, 2016).

Despite their evolving nature and their attempts to adapt to changing
society, parliamentary institutions have been widely challenged by the
gap between representatives and the represented and the consequent
decline in voter turnout,4 especially noticeable among young voters
aged 25 or less. According to the World Bank’s 2017 World Develop-
ment Report, over the last 25 years, globally, average voter turnout has
dropped by more than 10 percentage points.5 The figure is especially
alarming in post-communist countries, where there has been a much
steeper decline (20% on average) compared to the established western
democracies (Solijonov, 2016).

In Poland, for example, voter turnout decreased by 11 percentage
points following the first election after the end of the Cold War in 1989
(though the last parliamentary election has seen the highest level of
participation (61.7%) for many years). Meanwhile, in Albania over the
eight elections from 1991 to 2013 turnout declined by a massive 44
percentage points, with only 46.8% of registered voters participating in
2017. However, disengagement and disappointed expectations following
the fall of communism seem insufficient to explain these trends.

4 For a graph showing electoral turnout in 17 European democracies at general elec-
tions, and the differences between the first and most recent elections (generally those held
in 1944 and 2020), see Ceccarini (2021: 90). More data are available at www.politicalpar
tydb.org.

5 Data available at www.worldbank.org/en/publication/wdr2017.

http://www.politicalpartydb.org
http://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/wdr2017
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According to the Freedom House observatory on democracy, the
same declining trend has been apparent in countries in all three of the
categories—‘not free’, ‘partially free’ and ‘free’—in which polities are
placed for the purposes of measuring democratic freedom. Among non-
ex-communist countries, Italy has, for example, seen turnout decline by
7.6 points in ten years, while Spain seems to have maintained more
constant levels, showing trendless fluctuations in voter turnout in succes-
sive elections in recent years. With all due exceptions, it is apparent
that

when voter turnout in parliamentary elections is low, the legitimacy of the
parliament and its capacity to represent the people and decide on their
behalf can be questioned.6 (IPU, 2020: 42)

The search for a new identity—through democratic innovation
processes—is, therefore, a conditio sine qua non for parliaments. Various
efforts in this direction have been evidenced by field research. Innovations
can be observed above all at the institutional level, as demonstrated by
national case-studies (Bentivegna 2012; Bracciale, 2011; De Rosa, 2011;
Leston-Bandeira, 2007) as well as by global reports on eParliament.

For the last 10 years, in fact, communicating the processes of insti-
tutional innovation and promoting knowledge about the functioning of
representative institutions has been the mission of the Inter-Parliamentary
Union (IPU). The global organization of national parliaments, founded
in 1889, collects and disseminates information on the skills, structures and
working methods of representative institutions. The IPU organizes the
World e-Parliament Conference, a forum in which technical and legisla-
tive issues related to the use of ICTs to improve legislative procedures
are addressed. Digital communication, which uses forms and linguistic
styles different from those of the mainstream media, has the potential to
bring politics closer to the citizen and vice versa. It may therefore help to
contain the ‘democratic malaise’ that appears to be affecting the modern
consolidated democracies. Constituency communication in particular can
facilitate the bi-directional transmission of messages, reducing the asym-
metries inherent in ‘conventional’ communication, thus reinvigorating
the connection between electors and the elected.

6 Fifth World Conference of Speakers of Parliament.
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The digital modernization of legislative institutions is seen as an
extraordinary opportunity for democratic strengthening and efficient
governance. New technologies are, in fact, considered pivotal because
they act on two levels: on information architectures, decision-making
processes and access to documentation on one hand, and on the rela-
tional dynamics between representatives and constituencies on the other
hand. Both dimensions were emphasized by the first e-Parliament report,
published in 2008,7 where the electronic parliament was defined as

a legislature that is empowered to be more transparent, accessible and
accountable through ICTs. It empowers people, in all their diversity, to be
more engaged in public life by providing higher quality information and
greater access to its parliamentary documents and activities. It is an organi-
zation where connected stakeholders use information and communication
technologies to support its primary functions of representation, law-making
and oversight more effectively. Through the application of modern tech-
nology and standards and the adoption of supportive policies, it fosters the
development of an equitable and inclusive information society. (page 14)

Five editions later, the 2018 report undated the concept, simplifying it
and focussing on the values dimension; for, the electronic parliament

places technologies, knowledge and standards at the heart of its busi-
ness processes and embodies the values of collaboration, inclusiveness,
participation and openness to the people. (page 5)

The WEP reports are a precious source of data and information
concerning ‘best practice’ with regard to law-making and political activi-
ties. The latter has been subject to increasing disintermediation by parties;
so much so that the columnist and professor of law, Michele Ainis (2021),
commenting on the last Italian government crisis, was able to state that:

Now it is the turn of the personal Parliament: an aggregate of individ-
uals all of whom are disconnected from each other, since none any longer
represents a party or a party group, but only himself—a bit like Narcissus
who fell in love with his own image reflected in the waters of the lake.

7 World eParliament 2008 (WEP).
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Evidence of this trend is the number of representatives, elected for a
party, who then transfer their allegiance to another parliamentary group.
In Italy, for example, representation is becoming as liquid as the society
described by Bauman. Since the start of the eighteenth legislature, MPs
have changed groups 229 times. The parties that have lost the most
representatives are the Movimento Cinque Stelle (Five-star Movement,
M5s)—91 of whose representatives have either left the party voluntarily
or else have been expelled from it—and the Partito Democratico (Demo-
cratic Party, PD)—32 of whose representatives have followed Matteo
Renzi in abandoning the party. Meanwhile, 27 of the MPs originally
among its ranks have abandoned Berlusconi’s party, Forza Italia, many
of them having transferred their allegiance to the ‘mixed’ group. Repre-
sentation has become as ‘liquid’ as voting, which has become more and
more volatile as the years have gone by.

Today, in terms of communication, MPs are in a position to engage
citizens through digital technologies such as email and various social
media platforms (Facebook, Instagram, Twitter among others), but it is
still quite difficult to engage them in the law-making process. If on the
one hand these attempts at involving voters have costs which, in a broad
sense, are much lower thanks to digital media and the development of
dedicated platforms, on the other hand, innovative democratic procedures
facilitating citizen participation, though growing in number and impact,
are still at an experimental stage (Smith, 2009; Sorice, 2020).

The UK, Italy and Spain

The Hansard Society has for a number of years sought to shed light on
political engagement in the UK by looking at participation in decision-
making processes, for example, through the system of ePetitions.

Hansard’s annual study highlights the deeply felt need for participa-
tion, but also citizens’ senses of disillusionment with politics. Interest in
participation is indeed, confirmed by the popularity of electronic peti-
tions, which emerge as the most popular form of democratic engagement
after voting and direct communication with elected representatives. Over
the past five years, more than 25 million people have started, or signed
petitions and the Covid-19 emergency has helped to fuel the trend. In
fact, since the beginning of the pandemic the Petitions Committee has
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registered over 5.6 million signatures on petitions related to the crisis—
which reached a peak of over 7000 in the single month of March, against
an expected number of around 400.

However, the crisis also had the effect of limiting representatives’
ability to discuss e-petitions, which are usually debated in Parliament
upon reaching 100,000 signatures. The Hansard report8 highlights that
although the level of participation remains stable, the feeling of disen-
chantment with participation is quite widespread, as it is considered most
of the time uninfluential with respect to decision-making (47%).

At the heart of the Hansard Society’s activity is the monitoring of dele-
gated legislation (statutory instruments), which is crucial to a large part of
the government’s action but which usually gets little attention from the
media or the public generally. Investigative work on delegated legislation
was first published in The Devil is in the Detail: Parliament and Dele-
gated Legislation (Fox & Blackwell, 2014), which argued that the British
decision-making system was broken.

In Italy, decree-laws have accounted for 75% of the laws approved
since 2008, when the financial crisis began. Recourse to them was below
average during the government presided over by Mario Monti, when
they accounted for 68% of the legislation passed, and during the term
of office of the government presided over by Paolo Gentiloni, when they
accounted for 58% of the measures passed by an executive that lasted
just a year and five months. The highest figures are found during the
terms of office of the second Conte government (84%)9 and the fourth
Berlusconi government (79%), and during the terms of the governments
presided over by Enrico Letta (83%) and Matteo Renzi (78%). Recourse
to decree-laws reflects a style of government that has continued to be
pursued—despite repeated criticisms of the way in which such laws dele-
gate excessive power to the executive, undermining its accountability to
Parliament (Musella, 2012; Criscitiello, 2020).

In Spain, article 86 of the Constitution makes it possible to resort to
royal decree-laws in cases ‘of extraordinary and urgent need’. However,
their use has been quite extensive in a number of legislatures, espe-
cially during the terms of office of governments of the centre right. For

8 Audit of Political Engagement 2020.
9 It must be remembered that the second Conte government was formed in September

2019, just a few months before the start of the pandemic when the use of prime ministerial
decrees and urgent decrees increased.
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example, the Aznar government (1996–2000) used them on 85 occa-
sions, the Rajoy government (2011–2016) on 76. In the space of just
one year (2018–2019), the government led by Pedro Sánchez resorted to
law decrees 35 times. Since the start of the pandemic, when the govern-
ment was without a parliamentary majority, their use has been even more
frequent.

In Poland, only the President of the Republic may issue decrees
having the force of statute law, and then only in strictly defined circum-
stances. Until the pandemic, there were few evident abuses of emergency
powers. It was only in March 2020 when the Minister of Health, Łukasz
Szumowski, declared a state of pandemic threat and a state of pandemic
that this situation changed. Article 228 of the Polish constitution makes it
possible for emergency powers to be exercised through the introduction
of martial law, the declaration of a state of emergency or the declara-
tion of a state of natural disaster. Nevertheless, despite the fact that the
ordinance introduced by the Minister of Health had a lesser degree of
legal force than ordinary statutes, a number of constitutionally guaran-
teed freedoms were restricted thereby. Interestingly, according to a study
published by the Robert Schuman Foundation

The Polish constitution is explicit as to the fact that in times of extraordi-
nary circumstances the power is concentrated in the hands of the executive
with the Parliament playing a secondary role. However, notwithstanding
the fact that the government did not introduce any of the extraordinary
situations envisioned in the constitution, it becomes even more apparent
that when the political system is completely controlled by one political
option, the Parliament turns into a rubber-stamping body of the govern-
ment’s will. (…) The paradox of Polish politics is that while having well
developed legal framework capable of handling the extraordinary circum-
stances caused by the pandemic, the government refused to apply them for
the sake of short-term political benefits. (Domaradzki, 2021: 8)

Thus, postponing presidential elections was too risky for a governing
party that was keen to ensure that the presidency went to its own
candidate: Andrzej Duda.
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Parliaments and Covid-19

The management of the health crisis has in fact seen an increase in the
powers of governments thanks to the introduction of anti-Coronavirus
legislation. The emergency has definitely helped to whittle away the power
of legislatures reducing many of them to the status of mere ratifying
bodies. As stated in the Venice Commission report (2020):

during the Covid-19 crisis, parliaments in EU Member States seem to have
been relegated to a secondary role. Beyond the fulfilment of their consti-
tutional obligations in declaring or renewing a state of emergency (and the
possibility of affecting its content), where it exists (Czech Republic, Spain),
and adopting new laws for the situation (Denmark, Ireland), parliaments
in many countries have been side-lined, leaving governments, in general,
free to take the lead in rapidly introducing emergency measures to deal
with the Covid-19 crisis. (Venice Commission, 2020: 18)

The cases of both Italy and Spain have been noteworthy in this regard, as
their legislatures have received information from the government during
the Covid-19 crisis weekly—rather than being at the centre of polit-
ical debate. In many instances, governments have approved decree-laws
without parliamentary scrutiny. This has been read as a technocratic
approach strengthening the role of the executive branch at the expense of
parliament, undermining the oversight function of the legislature vis-à-vis
the executive. What is clear is that—in combining the speed and central-
ization of decree-laws, statutory instruments and delegated legislation—
the emergency logic has been fully functional to the de-politicization of
decision-making processes (Fourmont & Ridard, 2020).

Surveys on trust in representative institutions, as well as newspaper
headlines, suggest that the position and prestige of parliamentary govern-
ments are also declining in terms of public confidence. Public criticisms go
to the heart of parliamentary activity—generally considered an obstacle in
the way of efficient government—and affect the status of parliamentarians,
often seen as detached from their constituencies. In populist discourse,
for example, MPs are considered to enjoy anachronistic privileges, which
should be eliminated as soon as possible. The 2020 Italian constitutional
referendum on reducing the number of parliamentarians, seen as consti-
tuting a useless and an expensive ‘caste’, was a very clear example of such
an outlook (Newell, 2020).
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Parliaments have sought to respond to their loss of credibility by
increasing the transparency of the legislative process and its media expo-
sure through the intensification of communication processes. However,
despite the enormous efforts to innovate and to enhance citizen partic-
ipation (Coleman et al., 2000) parliaments are not doing well. The
growing uncertainty of the present political and social climate is pushing
governments towards short-term decisions with high media visibility and
immediate results. The relationship between the elected and electors
thus constitutes a very promising field of analysis for the purposes of
understanding the dynamics of influence in decision-making processes.

Generally, the communication of parliamentarians continues to be
‘party-centred’ or else ‘self-promotional’, thereby doing little to change
representatives’ relations with their electoral followers or the constituen-
cies they represent. It avoids giving too much emphasis to the territory, to
the role of representatives themselves or to local demands, and this acts
against inclusivity. As a consequence, the distance between politics and
the citizen remains large and the potential of constituency communication
appears not to be fully exploited (Bentivegna, 2011).

It should also be said in this connection that the electoral law is an
important variable influencing the way in which representatives interpret
their roles vis-a-vis their constituencies and their supporters. By their very
nature, single-member, simple plurality systems bring representatives and
their constituents close together. Consequently, communication is of a
different nature to that which takes place when the electoral system used
is of a proportional kind because in such cases the lists of candidates, and
therefore the possibilities of being elected, remain in the hands of the
party and controlled by the national leadership.

Constituency Communication

in the Digital World

The introduction of new communication technologies does not just
complicate this picture, but it highlights and accelerates already existing
trends.

Let us start with some caveats. Constituency communication arose,
originally, from the parliamentarian’s need to listen to the social and polit-
ical demands being made by his/her constituents. The elected member
returned to his/her electoral district from time to time to gather infor-
mation concerning the opinions and needs of what s/he understood as
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his/her electors. Communication was neither easy nor immediate, and
had to pass through the party and political bureaucracies. Parties therefore
played a central role in processes of democratic representation:

They fulfil the function of structuring the link between citizens and
representatives by articulating interests, values, and cleavages, and by
offering alternative and coherent proposals for the aggregation of soci-
ety’s plural interests and preferences (ideological proximity, congruence,
and responsiveness). This assures input legitimacy with contractual and
binding promissory elements. On the other hand, parties fulfil the function
of governing responsibly and competently by forming political personnel
through the rank-and-files of party organizations and by providing societal
projects, Weltanschauungen (in a word, ideologies) which aggregate the
plurality of interests and values. This assures output legitimacy. (Caramani,
2017: 57)

The focus was more on parties and less on representatives. For this reason,
constituency communication can be seen as a field of research relevant
not just for the study of political communications, but also for the study
of political representation and legislatures (Auel & Umit, 2018; Fenno,
1978; Jackson & Lilleker, 2004; Leston-Bandeira, 2012; Mayhew, 1974;
Norton, 2007; Zittel, 2003).

From an institutional point of view, constituency communication can
be seen as a perspective from which to observe how changes in the rela-
tionship between citizens and representatives (Leston-Bandeira, 2012) are
enabling these two actors to influence each other in a way that is more
direct and reciprocal. It is for this reason that constituency communica-
tion becomes, from the perspective of this work, a crucial political hub
linking the responsiveness of the representative system with the account-
ability of parliamentary institutions (Coleman, 2017; Coleman et al.,
2000; Mansbridge, 2004; McCrone, 1986).

Therefore, the concept of constituency communication will be used
to refer to the complex set of activities concerning interaction (including
establishing contact, building relationships, and exchanging favours and
services) between members of Parliament on the one hand, and their
voters and their constituencies on the other. In such cases, as already
mentioned, the type of electoral system in force represents a crucial vari-
able shaping the nature of the constituency communication that actually
takes place in a given context. In political systems marked by weak party
discipline, such as the United States, for example, the main activity carried
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out by representatives can be defined as network-building, an activity
characterized by its own framework, logic, methods, and resources. Fenno
(1978) has highlighted the existence and the relevance of diverse styles
of representation, with parliamentarians acting as delegates or trustees
depending on the power arenas in which they are acting, and the
resources they have available to use in this regard.

Moreover, Jones et al. (2018) have identified several forms of represen-
tation described in the political-science literature: forms of representation
for which actual examples can be found by reference to British history.
Benjamin (1982) has explored the radical and permanent changes that
the new technologies have brought to political decision-making, thanks
to the power of visual technologies, electronic processing, and the devel-
opment of micro-computing. These developments have had a profound
impact, as they have brought the disintermediation of politics in the
sense of reducing the control exercised by party organizations, and the
de-localization of power centres. Several studies have also shown how
complex and far-reaching are the networks that members of parliament
create, including a wide variety of stakeholders, like media and interest
groups, networks that are managed in an increasingly professional way
(Norton & Wood, 1993).

The introduction of new communication technologies to political
processes has helped to reduce the distance between citizens and repre-
sentatives allowing for greater control of media resources by individual
members of Parliament. The process of so-called disintermediation initi-
ated by the digital technologies is decidedly complex, one also implying
processes of reintermediation. Yet, the asymmetries involved in conven-
tional communication can be much reduced by the fact that digital
communication enables exchanges between the elector and the elected
to run in both directions.

The focus has shifted from parties to party leaders, and in some respects
even to representatives. The question of how the Internet might be
used to strengthen the representative circuit produces different answers
depending on the country concerned. In this regard, Zittel (2003) has
distinguished between technological and constitutional models based
on the impact of ICTs on representatives’ activity. He identified two
trends: individualized representation (which takes place when new media
communication tends to free MPs from the control of their parties) and
the reinforcement of existing patterns (which takes place when MPs’
behaviour is affected by institutional configurations). In this case, new
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media are used as an extension of established party practices and they
work to enhance party cohesion or government stability.

On the other hand, a rational choice-based analysis of British MPs
by Norton (2007) provides an opportunity to test a model of repre-
sentation based on contrasting party-centred uses of the Internet, and
traditional representative uses arising from the MP’s role as a tribune.
In other words, MPs use Internet resources essentially as an extension
of legacy media to promote their causes and those of their parties, to
make speeches, to disseminate press releases, to detail their institutional
and political activity, and to engage citizens in activities of self-promotion
(Bentivegna, 2011, 2012; Jackson & Lilleker, 2009, 2011; Williamson,
2009).

This logic has much in common with the perspective on politics and of
the relations between representatives and their constituents captured by
the idea of audience democracy (Manin, 1997) where promotion of the
representative’s public image, representative-centred communication and
celebrity politics become elements characterizing communication itself.

With the advent of social media much has changed in the power rela-
tions between media, citizens, and parties; but the enlargement of the
public sphere, with millions of citizens having the opportunity to access
new tools for making their voices heard, poses new challenges for repre-
sentative institutions and organizations, both at national level and local
level, on the ground.

Given these developments, the topic of representation has been
discussed in many important works focusing on how representation has
been evolving. Such contributions include the seminal books of Pitkin
(1967), Manin (1997), Urbinati (2006), Brito Vieira and Runciman
(2008), Saward (2010), Keane (2009), and Tormey (2015). Although
challenged by a whole variety of political phenomena and actors, such
as populism, distrust, anti-political sentiments and anti-party parties, for
better or for worse, representation is still a crucial concept for under-
standing the fate of modern liberal democracies. Constituency commu-
nication is the area where changes that have affected democracy are
particularly apparent because it is an arena of ‘proximity’ where politics
at the national level are interwoven with the politics of the locality and
where the distance between the elector and the elected is potentially at a
minimum.

This book will explore transformation in the theoretical and empir-
ical foundations of constituency communication, focusing on the more
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meaningful innovations—in institutional and decision-making processes,
media use and narratives, representation styles and political discourses—
that have taken place along the representation chain (Norton, 2002;
Leston-Bandeira, 2016; Scullion et al., 2013).

The transformation of the public sphere provides the background to
the mediatization of society and the re-mediation of politics by other
tools, which have caused further, deeper and more radical, changes.
Significant implications are thus expected for the issues of legitimacy, civic
engagement and relations of power.
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CHAPTER 2

Studying Constituency Communication

Rosanna De Rosa

Representation takes place through ‘the subtle and deeper processes of
constructing the represented’ (Saward, 2006: 10). As such, it implies
that communication is a structural dimension of processes of represen-
tation. US studies, which have helped to throw light on legislators’
behaviours, provide much of what we know about constituency commu-
nication. As Auel and Umit (2018) point out, many empirical studies
focus on legislators’ communication during election campaigns while very
few contain information on MPs’ constituency communication in non-
election periods, distinguishing constituency communication from (party)
political campaigning.

This chapter aims to draw on existing empirical research to create a
general framework for further analysis. It is not intended to be exhaustive,
but only to give a sense of direction and to identify a number of relevant
research perspectives. The literature explored here—although limited—
has contributed to such a framework by offering a rich debate about how
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MPs have reacted to political changes and communication channelling via
(new) media opportunities.

In their article, ‘Microblogging, constituency service, and impression
management: UK MPs and the use of Twitter’, Jackson and Lilleker
(2011) present a theoretical framework for assessing the use of Twitter
by UK MPs, and a methodology for operationalizing it. Several of the
roles assumed by backbench MPs have been identified in the literature.
Though acknowledging that MPs might rely on any new communication
technology, the article is focused on the use of Twitter for constituency
service and impression management. At the time the article was written,
very few MPs were able to create ‘a discrete model of e-representation;
a form of representation that is entirely based online and is an adjunct
to the more traditional interpersonal model between MPs and their
constituents’ (Jackson & Lilleker, 2011: 87). In this respect, online
constituency communication could be understood as a form of ‘repre-
sentation mediated by communication’, as it is in David Judge’s (2014)
book, Democratic Incongruities, where informal and unmediated forms
of participation and citizen engagement sit, incongruously, alongside
traditional forms of legitimation.

In general, MPs seem to use Twitter strategically, with a view to maxi-
mizing their chances of re-election by managing impressions and offering
constituency services. The authors’ thesis is that

MPs will seek to attain a personal vote through being good constituency
servants; however, in order to demonstrate the activities they carry out as
part of this role they must have an impression management strategy to
publicize their achievements. We suggest Twitter can be one tool that can
meet both objectives simultaneously. (Jackson & Lilleker, 2011: 89)

Constituency communication therefore has two fundamental dimensions:
(1) impression management (IM) and (2) constituency service. However,
other studies highlight that MPs use communication (3) to support their
party (leader). In the following paragraphs, we shall discuss these three
fundamental elements, which will then be taken up in the case study
sections.
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Impression Management

Since Erving Goffman’s classic book, Presentation of Self in Everyday Life
(1959), many authors have used the concept of impression management
(IM). Quite common in the field of social psychology, the concept derives
from the ‘phenomenal self’:

a person’s awareness, arising out of interactions with his environment,
of his own beliefs, values, attitudes, the links between them, and their
implications for his behaviour. (Jones & Gerard, 1967: 716)

Thanks to these interactions, individuals can manage the images or
impressions others have about them.

According to Schlenker (1980), IM is a conscious or unconscious
attempt to control the images that are projected in real or imagined social
interactions. It includes self-presentation but is not confined to it.

Leary and Kowalski (1990) provide a basic framework for research in
the field, defining the concept as a comprehensive and rational process
consisting of impression motivation and impression construction. Both
‘discrete’ processes are relevant for social identity construction since they
define the degree to which people are motivated to control how others
see them, and the strategies they use to create the desired social iden-
tity. Impression motivation is related to several factors: goal-relevance; the
value of desired outcomes; the discrepancy between current and desired
images. Meanwhile, impression construction is determined by individu-
als’ self-concepts, their desired and undesired identity images, their role
constraints, the target’s values and current social image (see Table 2.1).

Table 2.1 Impression
management Impression motivation Impression construction

Goal-relevance of impressions
Value of desired goals
Discrepancy between desired
and current image

Self-concept
Desired and undesired
identity images
Role constraints
Target’s values
Current or potential social
image

Source Leary and Kowalski (1990)
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IM strategies change, of course, in relation to the audiences and
the environments in question. Jones and Pitman (1982) proposed a
typology of key styles—ingratiation, self-promotion, supplication, exem-
plification, intimidation—that stress the virtues of the actor, seek to create
an emotional response from the audience, or try to demonstrate power
(Jackson & Lilleker, 2011).

Rosenfeld et al. (1995) and Singh and Vinnicombe (2001) see indi-
viduals deliberately seeking to manage public perceptions of themselves
on the part of key audiences by adopting specific sets of reactive and
proactive behaviours. In this sense, self-representation is intimately inter-
twined with social responses which are—today—abundantly available on
social media. With social media, in fact, identities, their management and
presentation, are easily constructed and—at the same time—reciprocal in
nature: current evidence demonstrates that both political actors and their
fandom can influence each other so that the image or impression of a
politician is largely an evolutionary social construction (Bentivegna, 2015;
Campus, 2020; Dean, 2017; Ekman &Widholm, 2017; Marvick & Boyd,
2011).

What is particularly important is that

impression management strategies no longer have to rely upon media
coverage, but can be an ongoing communication process controlled by
the sender, thus changing normative views of the process of impression
management. Furthermore, MPs are adding value to their relationships
with constituents as well as enhancing the image of democratic represen-
tation more generally. (Jackson & Lilleker, 2011: 90)

In Table 2.2, we have reproduced the IM strategies while Table 2.3
concerns self-promotion behaviours as used in Jackson and Lilleker
(2011).

The category, ‘Promotion of party’, was added to the table by the
authors with the aim of introducing a comparative element and assessing
whether or not MPs engage in more overt partisan activities. However, if
the promotion of the party may appear to be out of context, it can also be
understood as evidence of activity running counter to the personalization
of communication, bearing in mind that party-centred behaviours appear
quite common in many parliaments.
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Table 2.2 Impression management typology

Behaviour Characteristics Indicators

Ingratiation To appear likable Mentions that MP has helped
people or organizations. Uses
self-deprecating anecdotes.
Agrees with other tweeters

Self-promotion To appear competent Refers to their abilities.
Refers to personal
achievements
Refers to qualifications or
positions held

Supplication To be viewed as needy Solicits help because of a lack
of abilities or knowledge
Highlights own shortcomings

Exemplification Actions to appear exemplary and
worthy

Claims worthy attributes.
Claims adherence to moral
values

Intimidation To appear dangerous or threatening Expresses power. Suggests
punitive actions

Source Adapted by Jackson and Lilleker (2011) from Jones and Pittman’s (1982) impression
management typology and Schuetz’s (1997) model of impression management

Table 2.3 Promotion of self categories

Category Measurement

Details of personal life (family and everyday activities of a non-political
nature)

Yes/No

Identifies personal interests, such as sports, music, film or leisure Yes/No
Displays a sense of humour Yes/No
Promotion of party Yes/No

Source Jackson and Lilleker (2011)

Constituency Service

Like any social actor, an MP performs multiple roles. Searing (1994)
suggests five main roles an MP may perform: constituency member;
ministerial aspirant; a cheerleader for his/her party; parliament man,
seeking to scrutinize the executive; expert in some specialist subject.
The constituency role means that an MP focuses on the needs of indi-
vidual constituents and the constituency as a whole. In their work, The
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Personal Vote (1987), Bruce Cain and his associates suggest that parlia-
mentarians are driven to adopt this role because it enables them to
develop a personal following, supported empirically by the fact that 27%
of the members of the US Congress actively solicit constituency casework.
Norton (1994) and Norris (1997) have highlighted that in the UK the
amount of casework being dealt with by MPs has increased in the last
two decades. Constituency service also forms an essential part of MPs’ re-
election strategies in Finland (Raunio & Ruotsalainen, 2018), Germany
(Gschwenda & Zittel 2014, 2015), Northern Ireland (Haughey, 2017)
and Italy (Bentivegna, 2012). For others (Jackson & Lilleker, 2004),
however, constituency service is not always ‘a pure mechanical response’
to electoral incentives (André et al., 2014: 179). In situations of crisis
management, MPs can be ‘errand runners’, ‘gatekeepers’ and ‘lightning
rods’ thus contributing to system stability or winning favour with the
executive (Stark 2010).

Searing suggests that this role is a response to the expansion of central
government and the welfare state, which drives representatives to seek to
get closer to citizens (Searing, 1985: 348). Then, a good constituency
member is one who acts ‘as an agent to protect and advance the inter-
ests of local citizens’. Subtypes of this role are ‘welfare officer’ and ‘local
promoter’.

The former sought to represent individual constituents’ needs, usually in
the form of casework. The latter represented their constituents’ collective
concerns, such as the economic wellbeing of the constituency. (Jackson &
Lilleker, 2011: 91)

Looking at the input–output dimensions of the representation chain,
Norton (1994) identified seven possible components of the constituency
role: safety valve; information provider; advocate; benefactor; powerful
friend and promoter of constituency interests. The first three roles are
primarily internal to the constituency (input); the others imply the MP
taking some action. The last one—‘promoter of constituency interests’—
is about proactively advancing arguments concerning constituency-wide
issues. However, the constituency role clearly implies a ‘responsive mode’
in MPs’ behaviour, historically explained by the change in electoral poli-
tics (electoral volatility), change in local party politics (personal vote),
change in the nature of MPs (career-oriented representatives).
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Jackson and Lilleker prefer to use Searing’s as their framework in
the belief that analysing the links between roles, communication activi-
ties and impression management are crucial to understanding how MPs
see themselves and their roles within democratic processes, and how
they attempt to respond to social and political challenges by adapting
their behaviour and by becoming more or less proactive or reactive. Of
course, MPs perform their roles in a complex set of institutional, polit-
ical and social arenas, and they are affected by electoral laws, political
changes and institutional settings. It is worth remembering here Zittel’s
(2003) framework, which highlighted that in certain circumstances, MPs
can perform an innovative role in safeguarding institutional legitimacy.
Anyhow, scholars agree that constituency service helps MPs to retain votes
more than it helps them to win new ones. In Table 2.4, constituency role
categories are presented.

In the new media context, ‘the constituency’ coincides neither with a
geographical district nor with an electoral following, but with a hybrid
network of fans or a virtual constituency that can be used to support
a specific political project or the representative’s career goals. This is
a context in which representatives feel enhanced and enjoy real-time

Table 2.4 Constituency role categories

Category Measurement

Refers to individual casework/constituents
MPs acting in their welfare capacity will mention live casework that can
be discussed within a public domain

Yes/No

Refers to constituency issues
MP talks about constituency-wide issues

Yes/No

Seeks views on local issues
The MP asks constituents their opinions on local issues

Yes/No

Provides local information
MP acts as a conduit for what is happening, political and otherwise, in
the constituency, which might be of interest to constituents

Yes/No

Promotes local community activity
MP tries to enhance a sense of community by letting constituents know
of activities in which the MP has no role other than to promote them

Yes/No

Refers to their activity in the constituency
MP informs constituents of his action

Yes/No

Engages in dialogue on constituency matters
MP publicly discusses local constituency issues with constituents

Yes/No

Source Jackson and Lilleker (2011)
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connection with citizens. In such cases, they act as ‘information agents’
by organizing, for example, live Twitter broadcasts from the assembly
or providing first-hand information. What appears here as a residual
objective could be seen as another step toward a virtual model of repre-
sentation, an attempt to strengthen trust and interest in parliamentary
institutions through personal reputation and the ability to engage citizens
in law-making processes.

However, our case studies show that MPs’ activities are clearly affected
by the inter-generational change that has been brought about by the
emergence of novel parties (M5s and Podemos) and/or the renovation
of party organizations (Lega) with its impact on the party in public
office. The result has been to increase the number of MPs who are
at early stages of their careers and eager to maximize, personally and
politically, the benefits of their experience. As Norton and Wood (1990)
put it, a career-life cycle phenomenon can be observed. Both factors have
been responsible for a growth in the significance of constituency service,
an attentive assessment of party-constituency alignment, and a proac-
tive approach to representation in terms of constituency service and
ideological identification.

Party Supporting Role

The role of members of a legislature in giving support to the governing
majority or to the opposition is taken for granted, or at least under-
estimated, and has therefore been little explored. For Mayhew (1974),
political parties were not the centrepiece of congressional politics. If this
was true of the American context, where there was little party discipline,
in a number of European countries, party systems and party traditions told
a different story. There, territorially based political subcultures strongly
linked society and politics, thanks to the close-knit ties between reli-
gious, trade union or economic associations, voters and local government
(Diamanti, 2009; Trigilia, 1981).

The crucial question remains: how do legislators make the trade-off
between the demands of their parties and those of their constituencies,
since they are their main stakeholders?

The relationship between MPs and the parties they belong to has
changed considerably in recent decades. If the electorate has become
more volatile, then representatives have become increasingly changeable
and characterized by an increasing degree of party infidelity. This can be
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linked to the changes in political culture and the generational changes that
have taken place over time. The most obvious effects can be observed in
the field of communication, and constituency communication is a partic-
ularly interesting perspective for this purpose. The empowering role of
communication technologies, the effects in terms of disintermediation
and personalization they have had on party organization and membership,
have had a fundamental influence in this respect. Usually, Twitter, and
social media in general, are considered as ‘personal media’, and viewed as
tools that can promote, first and foremost, the individual rather than the
party.

It is probably worth distinguishing here the degree of party support,
measuring the number of times an MP votes in accordance with party
decisions or publicly approves party statements. It is also important to
distinguish the maverick—an elected member who acts with considerable
autonomy, sometimes claiming to represent voters’ interests against those
of the party—from the party supporter (or cheerleader), who assumes a
high profile when—as in the case of the Lega and the M5s—candidacy is
highly dependent on party loyalty.

Taking inspiration from Fenno’s seminal work (1978), Mayhew
conceives representatives as single-minded seekers of re-election (Mayhew,
1974), focusing on three basic activities: advertising, credit claiming, and
position-taking. This mind-set affects how members of Congress gather
support, interact with interest groups, make policy and virtually every-
thing they do in Congress and on Capitol Hill (Mayhew, 1974: x).
In Fenno, members pursued three principal goals: re-election, influence
within the House, and good public policy (R. Douglas Arnold in his
forward to Mayhew, 1974: VIII). The last goal sounds quite normative,
but we cannot exclude it a priori.

One activity is advertising, defined here as any effort to disseminate one’s
name among constituents in such a fashion as to create a favorable image,
[...], credit claiming , defined here as acting to generate a belief that one
is personally responsible for causing [...] something [...] desirable, [and]
position-taking , defined here as the public enunciation of a judgmental
statement on anything likely to be of interest. (Mayhew, 1974: 49–61)

Mayhew’s suggestion seems to overlap somewhat with what Johnson and
Lilleker have called ‘impression management’, except that in the case of
credit claiming, a connection with constituency service can be supposed.



50 R. DE ROSA

In ‘Explaining MPs’ communication to their constituents: Evidence
from the UK House of Commons’, Katrin Auel and Resul Umit (2018)
suggest that MPs’ communication is based on two assumptions: ‘that re-
election is the main goal of legislators and that communication to signal
trustworthiness is one way of securing their re-election’ (Auel & Umit,
2018: 731). In this respect, like other scholars, the authors suggest the
existence of a causal relationship between communication efforts and the
chances of being re-elected, so that MPs’ constituency communication
depends on the possibility of their re-election.

The authors have chosen to look at constituency communication from
the perspective of MPs’ communication allowances, which are equal for
all MPs. Communication expenditures thus become a key parameter for
analysing MPs’ communicative behaviour as a signal of trustworthiness:

as a measure that includes all communication activities about parliamentary
affairs, but one that is regulated to exclude any party-political electoral
campaigning, the amount claimed from the Communications Allowance is
a very useful indicator of how much MPs invest in communicating with
their constituents. (Auel & Umit, 2018: 738)

In the Italian case, for example, there is an allowance allocated to the
parliamentary groups in proportion to their parties’ electoral support
and an allowance paid to individual members who usually use it to pay
parliamentary assistants and social media managers. The authors do not
however say whether such ‘communication allowance’ must be used for
communication only or within a specific time frame, which would also
have an impact on MPs’ communication styles. The impact of electoral
prospects, constituency characteristics and parliamentary behaviour on
communication are analysed as well.

It should be noted that the concept of a constituency is here intended
only in its geographical sense as an urban or rural area more or less
close to Westminster. But the methodological approach is interesting.
Some preliminary assumptions are useful for contextualizing the research
purpose. First,

much of what we know about the communication between legislators
and their constituents originates from studies on the US Congress (...).
Second, most studies test explanations for a single means of communicating
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with citizens. (...) [Finally] much of the literature focuses on legislators’
communication during election campaigns while our study adds crucial
information on MPs’ constituency communication in non-election periods.
This also allows us to distinguish constituency communication from (party)
political campaigning. (Auel & Umit, 2018: 732)

At this point, one should expect such a distinction, but no defini-
tion is offered. Much of the research suggests that electoral conditions
(marginal/safe seat) affect the extent of communication. Auel and Umit’s
theoretical framework is based on both rational choice and agency theory
and rests on two assumptions:

First, in line with most of the rational choice literature on legisla-
tive behaviour (Katznelson & Weingast, 2005: 8), we accept “the usual
emphasis on re-election” as an important (but not necessarily sole)
component of legislators’ motivation that “is reasonable to consider […]
in isolation” (Cox & McCubbins, 1993: 100; on the hierarchical order of
MPs’ preferences, see also Strøm, 1997). Second, our framework draws
on the basic assumption of agency theory, namely that any delegation of
power to an agent creates risks of agency loss for the principal, especially
the risk that the agent fails to act in the best interests of his principal
(shirking) or even acts against her interests (sabotage) (Auel & Umit,
2018: 733).

Auel and Umit (2018) also refer to the role of values and ethical norms
in signalling trustworthiness. This aspect has been analysed in the first
section of this book demonstrating that mentioning individual as well as
party values is strategically finalized to create a sense of proximity, identi-
fication and social recognition on the part of both representatives and the
represented. In most cases, these statements are fully compliant with the
party’s identity and its ideology, so that it may be identified as an activity
of party support.

Party support, in terms of its performative aspects, can thus be defined
by a cluster of activities in the legislative and political arenas, and promptly
advertised in the media sphere (Table 2.5).

Auel and Umit (2018: 375) develop three hypotheses based on the
basic assumption that MPs’ investment in communication will depend on

(1) the general security of their electoral prospects, (2) characteristics of
their constituencies, and (3) their voting behaviour within parliament,
especially if the latter deviates from the party line.
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Table 2.5 Party support

Legislative voting behaviour • Rebels claiming moral integrity and
non-partisan decision-making

• Trustees claiming trustworthiness,
single-mindedness and party cohesion

Ideological claim MP mentions what inspired his/her action
identifying individual/party values and ethical
norms

Law proposal targeting party agenda MP claims his/her effectiveness and loyalty
in implementing party programme

Endorse MP endorses own party leaders, party
members or members of the government

Source Author elaboration

Concerning ‘electoral prospects’, the authors identify three types
of representative: the Safe, the Senior, and the Retiree. Concerning
‘constituency characteristics’, MPs fall into two categories: ‘urbanites’
and ‘commuters’. Finally, concerning ‘legislative behaviour’, the authors
distinguish between ‘workhorses’ and ‘rebels’. What seems odd is
that rebels are less proactive in their communication behaviour, which
contrasts with the finding of Campbell et al. (2016) that dissent from the
party line reveals MPs’ integrity and trustworthiness. However, legislative
behaviour can be considered a variable of the third (party-supporting)
dimension based on the degree of participation and rebellion. The authors
conclude the article by stating that ‘Communicating with constituents
may thus be seen as a normative aim by MPs, but is certainly also an
electoral strategy’ (Auel & Umit, 2018: 745).

The Role of Digital Media

‘MPs Online: Connecting with Constituents’ is a Hansard Society report
by Andy Williamson (2009) on how MPs use digital media to communi-
cate with their constituents. The report offers a quite broad overview of
technology use based on the findings of a survey carried out among 168
MPs, and on the findings from subsequent focus groups carried out with
MPs and parliamentary staff. ICTs are used to ‘facilitate change in the
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three major areas of the everyday work of legislators: as electorate repre-
sentative; as party representative, and as national legislator’ (Williamson,
2009: 12). The most important variables influencing MPs’ behaviour
appear to be the sizes of their majorities, the length of incumbency, the
nature of the constituency, and, of course, their personal attitudes:

The findings suggest that primary motivations for adoption relate to an
MP’s majority, length of incumbency, and, to some degree, the nature
of their constituency (and constituents). We conclude that adoption of the
internet is largely down to personal attitudes to technology further affected
by the surety or otherwise of the MP’s seat in Parliament. (Williamson,
2009: iii)

This typology is not very far from the one adopted by Philip Norton
who, in considering the role of ICTs in representation, argues that they
are used to reinforce existing patterns within the political system instead
of changing them. Zittel (2003)

proposes two models of political representation in a networked society: the
technological and the constitutional. The former sees the transformative
opportunities of the Internet, helping create an electronic democracy and
redefining the relationship between legislators and electors.
(…) The latter model posits the use of the Internet as one of a number of
means of enhancing existing political systems. In a parliamentary system,
it will be utilised to bolster rather than challenge the position of parties
as essential elements in delivering cohesion and a coherent programme of
public policy. (Norton, 2007: 355)

Drawing on Zittel’s model, Norton suggests and tests four styles of
representation: traditional, party, representative (delegate), and tribune.
The ‘representative’ style encourages MPs to use ICTs to increase their
autonomy and to act as independent entities. When this style is adopted
in opposition to the party—and, in some cases, in opposition to the
representative’s interests—we can talk about a ‘tribune’ approach to
representation. However, Norton found little evidence of such uses, with
only a few MPs seeking to use the Internet to enhance their independence
or to interact with constituents.
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Today we know that this result was not all about representative respon-
sibility because, as Norton suggested, ‘the Internet provides a means, but
an imperfect one, of seeking the views of constituents on public policy’
(Norton, 2007: 364).

An interesting finding comes from a cross-national field experiment on
members of parliament (Umit, 2017) to understand how representatives
respond to citizens’ requests about issues on which they cannot legislate:
a case of communication without legislation. This experiment was based
on requests for an explanation about supranational issues (i.e. immigra-
tion policy) sent directly to MPs by email. Not surprisingly, the study
shows that half of MPs do not respond to such email inquiries from their
constituents, but those who do are quite inclined to explain that the issues
do not fall within their legislative competences. Moreover, this positive
behaviour was related to electoral incentives to cultivate a personal vote,
supporting the idea that responding to constituents’ emails is part of the
impression management we have already discussed.

A consistent methodological framework has been designed by Zittel
(2003) who cross-tabulates a set of independent variables based on
personal characteristics (age, gender, education) with a set of political
dependent variables (electoral law, party membership, marginality of seat,
role seniority, cohort). The latter are in turn considered as explanatory
factors driving the use and the model of constituency communication. In
this context, the Internet plays a crucial role since it opens up a ‘new tech-
nological opportunity structure for political representation (Zittel, 2003:
32). Some of these variables are easy to understand, while for others a
little explanation is required. This is the case for the cohort variable, based
on the legislature during which an MP was first elected. The marginality
of the seat ‘was based on Finer et al.’s (1961) percentage of majority
model, where seats were divided into those that were safe (11% of votes
over the next highest candidate), near-marginal (5.1–10.9%) or marginal
(5% or under)’ (Jackson & Lilleker, 2011: 92). Finally, seniority refers to
‘whether an MP was either a government minister or an official opposition
frontbencher, determined by consulting the official list on Parliament’s
website (http://www.parliament.uk) at the end of the data collection’
(Jackson & Lilleker, 2011: 92).

http://www.parliament.uk
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In Bracciale (2012) and De Rosa (2011), seniority is measured by the
number of legislatures in which the MP has served rather than by his/her
role as a minister, frontbencher or opposition frontbencher.

Case studies are usually descriptive in nature. In Jackson and Lilleker
(2011), for example, the research questions were:

1. Is it possible to identify MPs’ tweeting behaviour in terms of
frequency of updates and their follower/followed ratio?

2. What personal characteristics of MPs (age, cohort, gender) and
political traits (party affiliation, marginality of seat, seniority) drive
the use of Twitter?

3. Is it possible to assess whether MPs are using Twitter as a tool
of impression management, and/or a channel enhancing their
constituency service role?

These research questions have also inspired our approach. Yet, in
analysing how MPs’ communication has changed from the very first
studies we had to adapt the methodological framework to our research
purpose thus focusing on the use of social media. The assumptions
guiding our research are (1) Political discourse has moved onto social
media, the populated part of the web. (2) Social media are perfectly
compatible with populist/nationalist arguments. (3) Social media are
strategic tools used to personalize an MP’s mandate. (4) The electoral
success of populist/nationalist parties can change the nature of their
communication. (5) The populist nature of the parties analysed has an
impact on constituency communication.

Taking into account these assumptions, the methodology has been
adapted to our case studies: the M5s, Podemos, the Lega, PiS. A multi-
modal approach has been used in order to identify both system trends and
behaviour patterns, trying to go beyond the communication approach
by integrating contrasting research perspectives. While leaving details on
independent variables, as well as quantitative analysis of social media use,
to the relevant sections, here it is necessary to focus on classification
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schemes used to identify the object and the rationale of messages posted
on Facebook, the most popular social medium.

Social media studies are mainly based on sentiment and content analysis
using both quantitative and qualitative approaches. Quantitative analysis
is usually based on powerful tools such as Socioviz or fanpage karma,
but qualitative analysis is quite challenging due to the hybrid nature of
posts and tweets. As detailed in sections “Impression Management” and
“Constituency Service, for the qualitative analysis, manual classification
was used in order to explore latent dimensions of meaning in terms of a
hybrid scheme that identifies both the meta-theme of the post (object)
and its intention (ratio). The ‘nested’ style of the posts, resulting from
the need to customize the materials received from the staff, made clas-
sification a rather complicated matter. For this reason, classification was
carried out in parallel by two researchers to be sure at least on the
prevailing dimensions. Cases of discordant classification were resolved by
means of comparison with similar cases. Naturally, it was a question of
classifying ‘statements’ to which the empirical verification of institutional
performance does not correspond.

The classification by ‘post object’ was intended to capture the role
played by each parliamentarian in his/her expressive function in relation
to his/her main stakeholders (e.g. the government, the constituency, the
party). The classification by ‘post rationale’ was aimed at capturing how
parliamentarians perform their representative function, highlighting, at
the same time, the transition from the opposition to government. To
grasp this passage, Rosanvallon’s (2008) concept of counter-democracy
was sub-divided into the three forms of counter-power: surveillance (over-
sight), veto (interdiction) and evaluation (judgement). The classification
by post rationale distinguishes between the classic functions of representa-
tion: accountability, responsiveness, and the offer of constituency services.
Engagement, on the other hand, is, in the context of social media, trans-
lated almost exclusively into ‘calls to action’ addressed to citizens for
participatory and/or media purposes (Table 2.6).

The final objective of the framework was not the analysis of the indi-
vidual MP’s social presence, but, rather, the identification of emergent
collective patterns in each party cohort, thus requiring comparison at
different levels.
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Table 2.6 Classification by post object and post rationale

Post object Operational description Post rationale Operational
description

Government
activities

Government activities
and the activities of
ministries

Oversight Surveillance,
denunciation and
control of public
and private actions

Parliamentary
activity

MPs’ actions and
legislative activities

Interdiction or veto Veto and
prohibition on
carrying out an
activity

Territory Local issues,
constituency and
territory
representation

Judgement Evaluation and
judgements of
political action,
identification of
responsibility for
public issues

General issues Issues of general or
national interest

Responsiveness Statements of
responsivenes to a
specific issue

Concerning party Party in central office
and leader’s political
activities

Accountability Statement of
working for the
public interest, in
respect of
movement’s values,
sense of
responsibility, and
interpretation of
mandate

Media debate News, reports,
criticism, counter
information activity

Constituency
service and
advocacy

Intercession of a
parliamentarian with
the local or central
authorities in
searching for
solutions or
interventions,
defence of the
interests of the
territories

Values statement Statements of
principles, reference to
distinctive values

Engagement Invitations to read
or watch a video,
to participate, to
continue reading a
post on a reported
site

(continued)
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Table 2.6 (continued)

Post object Operational description Post rationale Operational
description

Endorsement Explicit endorsement
of a member of the
government and
his/her political action

Outreach initiatives Organization of
events to enable the
representative to
meet citizens, those
s/he represents,
movement activists

Personal
considerations

General considerations
concerning life, the
world, society

Other Not classifiable

Other Not classifiable

Source Our elaboration
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CHAPTER 3

Populism in Action

Rosanna De Rosa

Populism is popular the world over. From the 1970s populist leaders
and populist discourses emerged in all parts of the globe, from Europe
to Latin America, with an explosion during the financial crisis between
2009 and 2014. The average share of the vote won by populist parties in
national parliamentary elections in Europe has more than doubled since
the 1960s, from around 5.4–12.4% in 2010 (Norris & Inglehart, 2019).
Populist forces of the right (such as the Lega and the Front National)
and of the left (such as Podemos and Syriza) as well as those (such as
the Five-star Movement) difficult to classify in left–right terms (Ricolfi,
2017), saw their vote shares increase in 15 countries out of 27 in the
European Parliament (EP) elections of 2009 and 2014. Support for such
parties continued to grow in the EP elections of 2019, at least in some
countries such as France, Poland, Hungary and the United Kingdom.
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Populism is however also popular in political science. A search of
Scopus reveals that over 11,106 works have been indexed since 1896
(Fig. 3.1). What is particularly interesting is the peak in publications from
2008.

Ricolfi (2017) suggests that the time-period from 1972 to 2020 can
be sub-divided into three phases. The reappearance phase, from 1972
to 1984, sees several populist parties being born in countries such as
Norway, Denmark, Greece, France and Italy. At that time, neither scholars
nor traditional parties paid much attention to the phenomenon. In 1972
in France, the Poujadist Jean-Marie Le Pen founded the Front National.
Twelve years later, in 1984, the party won 11.2% of French votes in the
European election, thereby attracting public interest and representing a
clear breakout in the French political system.

During these years, scholarly debate seemed focused on the impact of
science and technology on society, the changing (neo-populist) nature of
the agrarian question, and the failure of welfare systems to meet individual
needs. In this respect, populism was linked both to the rise of the radical
right and to Marxist approaches to citizens’ interests. This phase was also
an opportunity to begin clarifying the concept of populism bearing in
mind that its multifaceted nature, lack of theoretical clarity and ‘cultural
specificity’ (Canovan, 1981, 1984) makes it difficult to measure.

Then, from 1984 to 2008, a proliferation phase saw a mushrooming of
populist parties throughout Europe, apparently without a clear connec-
tion (Kriesi et al., 2008). This phase was characterized by the strength-
ening of populist parties (the Lega Nord and the Front National) born
previously (Diani, 1996) and by the proliferation of populist radical
parties (Mudde, 2007; Taggart, 1995). It also saw the transformation
of traditional parties (such as Jorg Haider’s Popular Party in Austria) into
populist ones (Albertazzi & McDonnell, 2007; Bimber, 1998; Blumler &
Kavanagh, 1999; Jagers & Walgrave, 2007) and the proliferation of
nationalist movements and parties in the ex-Soviet bloc countries, Russia,
Poland, Hungary and Romania (Jasiewicz, 2008; Mudde, 2001; Webb &
White, 2007).

Finally, the breakthrough phase, from 2008 to 2016, saw the consoli-
dation of populist parties in Europe, with significant electoral support for
most of them. The Movimento Cinque Stelle (Five-star Movement, M5s),
for example, won 25.6% of the vote at its first general election outing
in 2013; the Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs (Freedom Party of Austria,
FPÖ) won 20.6% of the vote in the Austrian general election of the same
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year; the Front National won 24.9% of the vote in the European Parlia-
ment election the following year. In 2016, the United Kingdom voted
for Brexit. The same year, left-wing parties appeared in Spain (Podemos),
Greece (Syriza) and Portugal (Juntos Podemos) with radical political
offerings that have been defined as populist or para-populist. According to
Ricolfi, these expressions of populism were united by their Eurosceptical
positions and their exploitation of citizens’ security concerns.

‘The populist tide appears, first of all, as the outcome of the inadequa-
cies of the élites who govern Europe, unable to get us out of the crisis
and powerless in the face of the migratory wave’ (2017:138), but more
correctly it is a different answer to the same demand for protection, in a
zero-sum society , of those social strata that have not enjoyed the benefits of
globalization. (Thurow, 1980)

In recent years, the populist wave has achieved its greatest impact with
Brexit, the election of Donald Trump and the rise of right-wing populist
parties in Europe and Latin America. In Europe, a new account of the
effects of globalization and the Great Recession began by measuring
populism’s electoral impact in terms of growing success for the populist
radical right, radical left and non-mainstream parties (Hernández &
Kriesi, 2016; Hobolt, 2016). Populist rhetoric and its nationalist effects
were analysed as a campaign mobilization strategy rooted in political
discontent and anti-establishment discourse. Trump was considered the
apotheosis of such populism thanks to his unconventional use of social
media channels (Oliver & Rahn, 2016). However, this was also the
beginning of a phase of reflection on new post-political transformations,
the crisis of representation and technocratic populism (Caramani, 2017;
Kriesi, 2014).

Populism is multifaceted in nature. It has been treated as a pathology,
a political style, a syndrome, a strategy and a doctrine (Stanley, 2008);
but it has also been analysed from a range of different perspectives. It
can be depicted by imagining three layers. The first concerns the order
of discourse: the claim to defend the rights of ordinary people; anti-
elitist rhetoric; populistic keywords. This is a layer common to both
right- and left-wing populism. The second layer concerns the populist
agenda and the ideological framing that comes into play when libertarian
or conservative, left- or right-wing, social-protest or ethno-identitarian
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issues need to be prioritised. This is the layer in terms of which expres-
sions of populism differ, at least to a certain extent. Finally, the third layer
concerns populism in power—the public behaviour of populist parties in
the various institutional arenas, as members of parliament or government.
Here, the tasks of representation of populists become a political magma
where anti-political, sub-political and post-political demands converge in
the management of conflicting interests.

Terms such as populist democracy, illiberal democracy and post-
political representation provide new common ground for scholarly discus-
sion and public debate. For many scholars, there is a self-evident correla-
tion between the popularity of social media and rising populism, at least as
expressed by digital populism (Dal Lago, 2017). Even though it sounds
deterministic, it is self-evident that one of the features of the current
post-democratic era has been the displacement of public debate from the
institutional arena to the arena of civil society and, most recently, to the
social media sphere. The significant role of social media in public debate
cannot be ignored or taken for granted.

In Italy, the growth of populism was the result of a slowly growing
crisis of representative democracy, which was damaged, first, by the events
surrounding the end of the so-called ‘First Republic’ (when the Tangen-
topoli (‘Bribe City’) corruption scandal wiped out the old political class),
then by the twenty-year period of Silvio Berlusconi’s ascendency and,
finally by the Great Recession from 2008. Then, governments called upon
to resolve the crisis courted unpopularity when they attempted to deal
with it by adhering to the spending restrictions insisted upon by the Euro-
pean Commission—so leaving ample room for the populist backlash with
its anti-European discourses (Newell, 2021). The translation of populism
into electoral success and its deployment in political competition was,
however, entirely the work of the M5s and the Lega. As frères enemies,
they formed a governing coalition based on compromise between the two
different brands of populism they represented, though it was a compro-
mise that was destined soon to fail (Passarelli & Tuorto, 2018; Taguieff,
1997; Tarchi, 2015).

In this chapter, the M5s and Podemos will be analysed, while the next
chapter is dedicated to the Lega and PiS.

The M5s and Podemos are two radical party-movements which
have been able to combine populist discourse with libertarian themes
(Neumayer & Svensson, 2016; Norris & Inglehart, 2019) in accordance
with three key ideas: the disintermediation of politics; the use of digital
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platforms to facilitate citizen participation (Gerbaudo, 2019), and the
experience of direct democracy (Bordignon & Ceccarini, 2013; De Rosa,
2013). The question we seek to answer is, once in power, how did they
use communication resources?

The analysis of data concerning social media and discursive strategies
will make it possible to throw light on how M5s and Podemos MPs act
towards their stakeholders (the party leader, the movement, supporters
and voters), though we are aware that, while the electronic component
of constituency communication (social media and platforms) might be
the most significant, it does not account for all communication between
voters and their representatives.
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CHAPTER 4

The Party-Hive: The Constituency
Communication of the M5s

Rosanna De Rosa

Interest in constituency communication in Italy is quite recent. It came to
the fore against the background of the disintermediation and personaliza-
tion of politics (Bordignon, 2014; Calise, 2000) and found its place in
research into the professionalization of political-electoral communication
(Negrine & Lilleker, 2002; Sampugnaro, 2006).

In the Italian context, the nature of the relationship between the
elected and the electorate has become difficult to investigate, partly
because of the crisis of political mediation and partly because of the
innovations introduced by a new political movement, the M5s. These
innovations reflect processes of democratic transformation (Diamanti &
Lazar, 2018; De Rosa, 2013; Urbinati, 2013) designed to facilitate the
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direct involvement of citizens in politics and political decision-making.
However, over the last 20 years, party-system bipolarity, the strength-
ening of the executive and party leaders’ control of candidate selection,
has increasingly transformed the Italian parliament from the central and
independent power—a power actually capable of facilitating effective
bottom-up participation in legislation—envisaged by the Constitution
(Battegazzorre, 2008), into a source of support for the government in
power.

The question of whether, and if so how, constituency communication
really changed during the Movement’s rise to prominence is the starting
point for this research. In the following paragraphs, we will try to iden-
tify the independent variables that affect how M5s MPs act, and consider
some data concerning social media use, bearing in mind that the elec-
tronic component of constituency communication might be the most
significant while not accounting for all communication between voters
and their representatives.

The Italian general election of 4 March 2018 brought profound
political change, introducing substantial novelties in terms of political
representation. The political circumstances resulting from the election
were defined as uncharted territory (Ceccarini & Newell, 2019) whose
novel features have also been reflected in constituency communication.
The election result provided the basis for the formation of a government
consisting of the two main populist parties (the M5s and the Lega), but
for the largest of the two parties—the M5s—governing with the Lega was
far from easy. As we shall see, M5s parliamentarians were called upon to
perform their roles while taking account of the bicephalic leadership of the
two vice premiers, Luigi Di Maio and Matteo Salvini, sanctioned by the
government contract (Pasquino, 2019). We shall see too how they were
required to develop their own styles of representation as a function of the
new power relationships and their ‘imperative’ mandates. MPs also have
to manage their communication resources taking account of the central-
ization of the Movement and demands coming from the top down, on
the one hand, and the need to represent their local constituencies, on the
other.

In this chapter we shall explore (a) the features of constituency
communication of the M5s analysing structured and unstructured
communication; (b) the role individual M5s representatives take in the
various arenas due to demands from government, constituencies and the
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Rousseau platform (the technological simulacra of the ‘party in the central
office’); (c) the communicative space they occupy on social media.

A not-unimportant aspect of the analysis concerns the contribution of
constituency communication to the construction of the ‘party in public
office’ through a narrative that strengthens the popularity of and support
for the government. This section is based on empirical data concerning
social media use by M5s representatives derived from a combination of
online behaviour-tracking and key performance indicator analysis. The
combined qualitative and quantitative approach allows us to carry out an
in-depth analysis of differences in social media use (i.e. Facebook versus
Twitter) and, although it is mainly focused on the M5s, an attempt is
made in the second section to compare the party with the right-wing Lega
parliamentarians. The added value of such an approach is that hitherto no
empirical research has focused on the discursive space or communicative
strategies of members of Parliament. Thus, the empirical basis for further
research is created.

The M5s: From Protest Party to Competitive Party

The M5s was formally constituted on 4 October 2009 following the
emergence of a grassroots movement organized by the Italian come-
dian Beppe Grillo—with the help of Gianroberto Casaleggio and his
software and marketing agency—around five main issues: the environ-
ment, water, development, connectivity and transport. A clear majority
of its activists were white-collar workers and self-employed professionals
with a smaller group of university students (Bordignon & Ceccarini,
2013). Their declared intention was to help Italy move forward, but they
felt blocked by a political class unable to modernize the country. They
appeared to adopt very radical positions on Europe, the public administra-
tion, the media system and the labour market but were more ambiguous
when the issue was the defence of civil rights. The M5s sought to tran-
scend traditional left–right distinctions by providing representation for
‘the people’ against the so-called ‘casta’, a term used to refer to a polit-
ical and media elite that was presumed to want to control financial and
media resources in order to reproduce itself in accordance with Michels’
‘iron law of oligarchy’. For these reasons, the M5s has been described as
a populist, post-ideological and an anti-system party, a movement-party,
a post-politics movement, a counter-democratic initiative.
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In 2009, civic lists were presented for elections in 64 municipalities
with little success. In December 2012, the Movement drafted a statute
to enable its members to select its parliamentary candidates in the run-up
to the general election the following year. At round about the same time,
the party won 18.2% of the vote in the Sicilian regional elections at which
it became the largest party and elected 15 regional councillors. At the
following year’s general election, it won 25.5% of the vote after a contest
in which it had eschewed alliances with any other party. The outcome
represented an outstanding success for the Movement’s patrons—Beppe
Grillo and Gianroberto Casaleggio—a success rooted in a model of Cyber-
cratic centralism (De Rosa, 2013; Mosca, 2015) based on strong internal
discipline and the centralization of steering functions. At that time, the
Movement was very much a constellation of activists mainly organized by
locally based MeetUp groups. However, the Movement was not yet in a
position to govern.

The opportunity to do so came on 4 March 2018 when the Movement
became the largest party in Italy with over 32% of the vote (Ceccarini &
Newell, 2019). With 109 senators and 220 deputies, the Movement’s
parliamentary groups were both the largest and the youngest, over 70%
of their members being below the age of 40 (Marino et al., 2019).
However, lacking an overall majority, the party engaged in lengthy and
difficult negotiations with the Lega for the formation of a government
(Pasquino, 2019) that would bring together the two brands of populism
each represented. These were a form of populism reflecting social protest
in the case of the M5s, and a ‘national-identitarian’ populism (Taguieff,
1997) in the case of the Lega: forms of populism combined by the two
parties through the performative use they made of their communication
(Mazzoleni & Bracciale, 2018). The unconventional government formed
by the two parties has also been defined as ‘bipolar’ (De Rosa, 2019) or
a government of parallel divergences (Bordignon et al., 2018) because
the leaders of both parties expressed contrasting, and indeed contradic-
tory, political projects. Meanwhile, being in office gave the Movement an
opportunity to concentrate power in the hands of its new political leader,
Luigi Di Maio.

As already implied, the general election of 4 March 2018 represented
a political watershed. The M5s won 32.7% of the seats in the Chamber of
Deputies and 32.2% in the Senate, while the center-right coalition won
37.0 and 37.5% in the two chambers respectively. The Lega became the
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Table 4.1 Distribution
of M5s parliamentarians
by electoral arena and
territorial area

Electoral arena Chamber Senate

Proportional 183 65
Majoritarian 39 44
Total 222 109
Territorial area
North 50 23
Centre 51 22
South 120 64
Abroad 1 0
Total 222 109

largest party on the centre right with over 17% of the seats in both cham-
bers, while Italy was split in two, with the M5s being over-represented in
the South, the Lega over-represented in the North.

So, in the eighteenth legislature, inaugurated by the outcome of the
2018 election, with 109 senators and 222 deputies, the M5s was the
largest party in the Italian parliament (Table 4.1). Besides being the
youngest party, as already mentioned, it also had above-average propor-
tions of female members and university graduates. Consequently, while
only 25% of members of the Chamber of Deputies generally had univer-
sity degrees, about 72% of the Movement’s members did so. 43% of the
Movement’s members were female. 75% of them had never been elected
to Parliament before.

The distribution of M5s parliamentarians by geographical area (Table
4.1) was skewed towards the South, where, in the Chamber, the number
of parliamentarians is more than double the corresponding figure for
those elected in northern constituencies, in the Senate almost three times
more. Moreover, 38 of the 39 Chamber single-member districts won by
the party were located in the South. A similar picture emerges in the case
of the Senate where, of the 44 single-member constituencies won by the
Movement, 34 were located in the South, 9 in the central regions and
only 1 in the North (Table 4.2).

Understandably, as winning seats in the single-member constituen-
cies is more challenging than in the proportional colleges, candidates
in the constituencies were often chosen from among the leading, better
known, figures of the Movement in an attempt to draw on their personal
popularity and/or authoritativeness. However, the impression of political
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Table 4.2 Distribution
of M5s representatives
in the Chamber and
Senate according to the
electoral arena and
geographical area

Territorial
area

Electoral arena Grand
total

Proportional Single-member
district

Chamber
North 50 0 50
Centre 50 1 51
South 82 38 120
Abroad 1 0 1
Total 183 39 222
Senate
North 22 1 23
Centre 13 9 22
South 30 34 64
Total 65 44 109

inexperience remains, in that of the 39 and 44 elected to represent single-
member constituencies in the Chamber and Senate, respectively, only 9
were serving their second parliamentary terms.

Some Preliminary Considerations

In Zittel’s comparative analysis (2009), variables such as the Internet
platform used, the electoral system, the structure of the legislature and
socio-demographic characteristics were related to MPs’ representation
styles and how they used the web for communication. In the following
paragraphs, the same approach will be used even though there is no doubt
that the advent of social media has rendered the overall picture decidedly
more complex.

In 2017, Facebook was the favourite social media platform among
Italian citizens, with 31 million users, while Twitter was only in seventh
place with 7 million users. In the second half of 2018, of 34 million
Internet accounts that were potentially accessible via social media, Face-
book penetration stood at 91%, which meant that 31 million Italians had
a Facebook account, and 58% of these were over the age of 35. Surpris-
ingly, while younger people were leaving Facebook in favour of other
social media platforms, there was a 17% increase in users in the over 45
age group (Fig. 4.1).
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Fig. 4.1 Social media users, 2017 (Source Vincos.it)

Twitter remains a niche medium, generally favoured by people with
a degree. It should come as no surprise therefore that the Movement’s
strategy relied heavily on social media, but in a somewhat special—
not involuntary—way. Facebook, given its popularity, became a way of
keeping in touch with voters generally, especially the less educated ones,
whose social media use—especially via mobile devices—constitutes an
extremely simplified way of relating to the world around them.1 Twitter
remained the enclave of a minority, used for a public debate between élites
(Bentivegna, 2015).

1 The Movement’s official Facebook page has 1,360,268 followers.

http://Vincos.it
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With regard to the electoral system variable, it should be noted that all
the recent electoral reforms have provided for multi-member constituen-
cies and closed party lists. Excluding the so-called Mattarellum, last
used for the 2001 election, only the 2017 reform, known as Rosatellum
bis, provided for a proportion of parliamentarians to be elected with
a plurality of votes from single-member constituencies (Newell, 2021).
Multi-member constituencies and closed lists would normally tend to
depersonalize the vote and reinforce party loyalty—especially since the
parties have significant control over who is included on the lists—and
therefore party influence over the way MPs behave (De Rosa, 2011).

As is well known, however, since the 2013 elections, the M5s
have had a form of bottom-up selection of its candidates for public
office. Although managed in an obscure and confused manner, the so-
called ‘parlamentarie’—primary elections for selection of the Movement’s
parliamentary candidates—reversed the direction of control, moving
downstream (with the M5s controlling the actions of its elected represen-
tatives through a contract of a privatistic nature) what other parties have
always exercised upstream. The candidates fielded for the single-member
constituencies introduced by the 2017 electoral reform were selected
directly by the Movement’s political leader, Luigi Di Maio, and by Casa-
leggio’s staff, probably ensuring, on the part of successful candidates, a
stronger bond of loyalty to the political line of the Movement, than to
their constituents. In the proportional arena, candidates had less scope
for developing personal followings though this may have been compen-
sated for somewhat by the ‘parlamentarie’, enabling successful candidates
to develop such followings during the course of their terms of office and
to use them as a resource in negotiations with the party’s leaders (Gaines,
1998; Umit, 2017).

In contrast, the decentralized structure of the Italian parliament
seems to have a significant impact. Organized through commissions and
party groups, the organization of Parliament allows communication to
be managed, politically and institutionally, through the parliamentary
groups, and in terms of its substance, through the work taking place in
each of the commissions.

Furthermore, the generous financial resources provided to the parlia-
mentary groups allows its members’ activities to be managed profession-
ally, through the recruitment of staff dedicated to communication and to
supporting the group’s parliamentary work.
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In addition, group leaders can draw on symbolic resources deriving
from the roles they play as spokespersons for the Movement in the media
arena. Unfortunately, the practice of rotating the office of group leader
precludes effective investigation of this aspect, though financial infor-
mation can help to shed light on their communication. At the end of
the 2017 financial year, the M5s group in the Chamber of Deputies
had a large deficit as expenditure on communication and consulting had
risen by 37%. Although the M5s group in the Senate was somewhat
more frugal, in both cases the considerable investment in communica-
tion (both in terms of human resources and specialized services) was
striking. In the current legislature, there has been a further strengthening
of the communication support available to the parliamentary groups. The
financial resources available to them have increased considerably in the
eighteenth legislature thanks to the considerable increase in the number
of candidates elected. In turn, the larger amount of money available has
prevented both the group in the Senate and the group in the Chamber
from falling into deficit. To give an example, in the Chamber, spending
on personnel amounted to 69.14% of the spending in 2019 (about e6
million) and about 46% of the total amount disbursed. What is interesting
is that the staff supporting the group in the Chamber amount to 57 and
that, of these, 68% have responsibilities concerning communication. The
group has also been supported by the stipulation of a number of contracts
with outside agencies specializing in the organization of communication
campaigns on social media such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and
Telegram. It has been supported too by an agency whose activities in
organizing and publicizing events designed to raise awareness of its parlia-
mentary activities have thereby provided it with a further four staff on a
permanent basis.2 Resources have also been set aside to pay for surveys
designed to throw light on the impact on public opinion of the legisla-
tive initiatives taken by group members in the parliamentary commissions
and in plenary sessions of the assembly and of the measures taken by the
Government. This seems rather unusual if not inappropriate given that
the Government has its own resources and its own staff available for such
purposes. An explanatory note attached to the group’s accounts reveals
that it bore the costs of a number of initiatives designed to publicize
parliamentary activities held to be of special importance for its relationship

2 Financial information available here: tirendiconto.it.

http://tirendiconto.it
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with ordinary citizens as well as its supporters. Such initiatives included
the organization of a number of presentations of the measures contained
in the legislation providing for the introduction of the so-called ‘Citi-
zen’s income’. They also included the referendum on the reduction in the
number of parliamentarians. All of this clearly suggests that the parliamen-
tary group sees representation as to the exercise of an imperative mandate
and communication as a matter of political and electoral propaganda.

In fact, article 10 of the statute of the M5s groups in the Chamber
and the Senate allocates not less than 50% of the available resources to
communication activities.3

Socio-demographic variables—such as age, gender, educational qual-
ifications, geographical origin and political affiliation—have traditionally
been strongly correlated with parliamentarians’ media access, as has the
distinction between membership of the Chamber and the Senate, the
age requirement for membership being higher in the latter than in the
former case (Epifani et al., 2011; Zittel, 2003). However, the pervasive-
ness of media use among all socio-demographic categories has helped to
disseminate a basic competence in the use of electronic devices and to
smooth out many of these differences. However, if access to the media is
now universal among MPs, the quantity/quality of the use they make
of them for communication can give rise to significant differences, as
we shall observe when presenting our empirical analysis. Party member-
ship, however, remains a significant variable, especially considering that
the M5s is a Platform Party (Deseriis, 2020; Gerbaudo, 2019) and that it
is thanks to the power of the Internet that it has succeeded in becoming
a significantly sized political force (Litvinenko, 2012).

Finally, it is necessary to distinguish the coordinated communication
of the parliamentary group from that carried out on an individual basis.
The specific characteristics of the two types meant that, in the past, there
had been little overlap between them, but today the degree of overlap
is much greater. It should be noted, in fact, that during the seventeenth
legislature, from 2013 to 2018, MPs communicated using a section of
the website https://www.movimento5stelle.it/ and an official page on

3 The Statute stipulates that the Group shall establish a communications office whose
staff are to carry out their activities under the supervision of a Head responsible to the
Group Leader. The structure and composition of the communications office, in terms of
organization, resources and facilities, are decided by the Political Leader of the Five-star
Movement.

https://www.movimento5stelle.it/
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Facebook (M5s Parliament News). The reorganization of the Movement
by Casaleggio’s son (Davide), the detachment of Grillo, and the ‘nom-
ination’ of the new Political Leader in October 2017 left an important
mark on parliamentary communication.4 All the consequential changes
to the regulations concerning the parliamentary groups, in fact, had the
effect of concentrating communication activities around the blog, blogde
llestelle.it, and the digital Rousseau platform, with the result that both the
section dedicated to parliamentarians (last updated in April 2018) and a
number of apps developed prior to the changes (Bordignon & Ceccarini,
2019) were abandoned.

Article 2, paragraph 4 of the statute regulating the activity of the
M5s parliamentary groups identifies the websites, www.ilblogdellestelle.it
and https://rousseau.movimento5stelle.it/, as official instruments for the
dissemination of information as well as channels for policy making and
for citizens’ contributions to the Movement’s political and institutional
activity. As we shall see below, this would be an obstacle to the institu-
tionalization of the Movement as well as to its search for freedom from
the control of Casaleggio Associati.

On the other hand, parliamentarians have not found a similar space
either on ilblogdellestelle or on Rousseau. Their social media activity has
instead been organized and systematized in such a way as to exploit
the potential of private networks for the benefit of the Movement,
with a marked preference for Facebook, where Internet users and the
Movement’s main constituency are concentrated.

Data and Methods

The quantitative analysis. The analysis of constituency communication
through social media uses a tool created to understand how Facebook
algorithms influence users’ media diets. Facebook Tracking Exposed
(FTE) in fact allows us to trace the timelines of users’ activities from
registering, to saving feeds and providing detailed information according
to type of content (post, link, images, video) and source. In this way, it
is possible to highlight the content present on our timeline and who is
responsible for it (Chiusi & Agosti, 2018). The most interesting aspect
of this tool is that it allows us to detect the functioning of the Facebook

4 The Political Leader was formally appointed by activists through the Rousseau
platform, but essentially ‘nominated’ by Casaleggio Associati.

http://blogdellestelle.it
http://www.ilblogdellestelle.it
https://rousseau.movimento5stelle.it/
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algorithm and to understand how it exerts a strengthening effect on the
traced user’s ‘political tastes’.

In the context of this chapter, the tool has been used in an innova-
tive way in order to track the communication via Facebook of all M5s
representatives simply by tracking the timeline of a single account created
ad hoc to be a ‘friend’ of all MPs. For control reasons, a second test
account was created to monitor the universe of cases even when the first
test account failed to work (for example, when a computer was off, when
a network connection could not be obtained etc.), bypassing any selective
behaviour on the part of the Facebook algorithm. For greater reliability of
the data, any other activity to the test accounts was strictly prevented so
that the universe of the cases analysed was exclusively selected and active
behaviour on the part of the test accounts (for example, to like a post or
leave a comment) did not affect the behaviour of the Facebook algorithm.

Facebook posts were tracked from 30 May—the date of Giuseppe
Conte’s installation as Prime Minister—to 8 August, when the summer
recess started. This period was chosen solely to allow us to measure the
volume of posts generated by parliamentarians and to make more general
observations on new representatives’ social media strategies. To acquire
data of greater interest, a subset of posts was then selected from the period
from 18 June to 21 July, a period in which the parliamentary commis-
sions were set up and the Government began to take its first important
legislative initiatives.

The period from 18 June to 21 July was chosen as the period for
qualitative and quantitative investigation using two tools: FTE for the
collection of posts and the analysis of the tracked timelines, and fanpage
karma for the analysis of the key performance indicators (KPIs). In
this way, a significant amount of information was associated with the
demographic profiles of the M5s members of Parliament, in particular:

(a) the prospectus of web resources activated by each parliamentarian
(site and social profiles);

(b) the Facebook posts of all the parliamentarians shown in the feed
of the tracked profiles, complete with contents and metadata (over
45.000 posts);

(c) the recursion index of the posts on the tracked user’s timeline;
(d) the type of posts published by each Member (e.g. texts, videos,

images or links) and their number.



4 THE PARTY-HIVE: THE CONSTITUENCY COMMUNICATION … 85

The quantitative profile was completed with the inclusion of a number
of KPIs for both Facebook and Twitter, such as the number of fans,
posts and interactions; the Page Performance Index (PPI); the engage-
ment index. The latter was detected using fanpage karma and an attempt
was made to compare it with the corresponding measure for the Lega’s
MPs. Finally, to complete the analysis, the pages of the parliamentary
groups in both the Chamber and the Senate were also monitored, both
for Facebook and Twitter.

The qualitative analysis. The classification of posts involves a selection
of cases, a subset of unique posts published from 18 June to 21 July,
when, with the appointment of the chairpersons of the parliamentary
commissions, both chambers became fully operational.

Many scholars of social media communication prefer to use automatic
sentiment analysis or to make use of the assistance of machine learning
techniques (Ceron et al., 2016). In this context, manual classification has
been preferred in order to explore latent dimensions of analysis. A hybrid
classification has been created to detect, on the one hand, the object
of the post and, on the other, to identify its goal (or in other words,
the post’s rationale). Yet, it should be noted that posts are statements
that are not necessarily based on any empirical verification of institutional
performances (Table 4.3).

In the case of classification by post object, the intention was to grasp the
role played by each parliamentarian in its expressive function in relation to
the main stakeholders (e.g. the Government, the electoral constituency,
the M5s etc.).

A second classification criterion—the post’s rationale—requires further
explanation. The criterion is intended as a means of grasping the ways
in which MPs exercise their representative function and of highlighting,
at the same time, the possible changes that take place with the tran-
sition from opposition to government. To understand this transition,
the work of Rosanvallon (2006) on counter-democracy has been useful,
more specifically its three forms of counter-power: surveillance (over-
sight ) through the criticism and control of political action; the power of
veto (interdiction), and evaluation through the expression of judgements
(judgement ). The task is to establish whether, and if so how the MPs have
retained their counter-democratic nature and, ultimately, to understand if
they are equipped to act as a governing force.

Classification of the rationale for the posts was carried out using the
classic paradigms of representation studies: accountability, responsiveness,
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Table 4.3 Classification codebook

Classification by object and rationale

Post object Operational description Post rationale Operational
description

Government
activities

Government and
ministerial activities

Oversight Surveillance,
criticism and
exercise of control
of public and
private actions

Parliamentary
activity

MPs’ actions and
legislative activities

Interdiction or veto Veto and
prohibition on
carrying out an
activity

Territory Local issues,
constituency and
territory
representation

Judgement Evaluation and
judgement of
political action,
identification of
responsibility for
public issue

General issues Issue of general or
national interest

Responsiveness Statement in
response to a
specific issue

M5s Party in central office
and leader’s political
activities

Accountability Claims to be
working for the
public good, in
respect of
Movement’s values,
sense of
responsibility, and
interpretation of
mandate

Media debate News, reports,
criticism, counter
information activity

Constituency
services and
advocacy

Intercession of a
parliamentarian with
the local or central
authorities in
searching for
solutions or
interventions,
defence of local
interests

(continued)
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Table 4.3 (continued)

Classification by object and rationale

Post object Operational description Post rationale Operational
description

Values statement Statements of
principles, reference to
distinctive values

Engagement Invitations to read
or watch a video,
to participate, to
continue reading a
post on a reported
site

Endorsement Explicit endorsement
of a member of the
government and
his/her political action

Outreach initiatives Organization of
events in order to
meet citizens,
voters, movement
activists

Personal
considerations

General considerations
concerning life, the
world, society

Other Not classifiable

Other not classifiable

constituency services and engagement in terms of calls to action addressed
to citizens for participatory and/or media purposes.

Finally, interpretation of the data should be understood as a situ-
ated activity in the sense that it was aided by unstructured interviews
carried out with press officers and parliamentary assistants working for
the Movement with the aim of understanding better the organization of
the communication flows.

Research hypothesis. Our primary research hypothesis is that with the
M5s in government, the concentration of power in the hands of the
political leader, Luigi Di Maio, and the centralization of communica-
tion resources in the hands of the Casaleggio’ communications agency,
the room for some types of representation (Fenno, 1978; Norton, 2007;
Verzichelli, 2010) was reduced. Rather, there is a process of depersonal-
ization aimed at reinforcing, in all institutional arenas, the narrative of a
movement acting as an organic and exclusive community.

Therefore, within this general framework we have attempted empiri-
cally to establish how parliamentarians currently interpret their roles as
supporters of a governing majority, what communication space is devoted
to them and what discursive strategies they adopt in exercising their
mandates.
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A second dimension of analysis concerns the relationship between the
M5s in parliament and the M5s in government. We have described the
Government as ‘bipolar’ for three reasons. The first is that, trivially, it is
the result of an agreement between the Lega and the M5s, the second
is that the government is one in which the two parties’ leaders have
very important roles as deputy prime ministers. The third is that the two
deputy prime ministers expressed different and often contradictory polit-
ical ambitions, internalizing, in some way, what Lippolis and Pitruzzella
(2007) called ‘conflictual bipolarity’.

In fact, the two parties are clearly located at the two poles of populism
highlighted by Taguieff (1997): a pole representing social protest in
the case of the M5s; a national-identity pole in the case of the Lega.
Both types of populism express themselves in a performative manner in
communication (Mazzoleni & Bracciale, 2018).

This context involves considerable pressure on M5s parliamentarians
who are forced continually to reposition themselves with respect to the
Lega and to explain to voters what their positions and actions are in
relation to individual issues.

Analysis: Too Much Fuzz, Few Results

FTE registered 45,878 Total Posts (Tp) in the period from 30 May to 9
August 2018. The total number of unique posts (Up) defined by Face-
book’s redundancy algorithm was 9194 (Table 4.4). The average value of
recursion—obtained by dividing the total number of posts by the number
of unique posts—shows that the average effect of redundancy exercised
by the Facebook algorithm on the timeline of the tracked users (Tp/Up)
is equal to 5 (Table 4.5).

Table 4.4 Summary of
FTE data: nature of
posts

Absolute values Percentage values

Unique posts 9194 100.0
Post/Status 1411 15.3
Total shares 8871 96.5
Video shared 1229 13.4
Picture shared 3342 36.4
Post shared 3212 34.9
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Table 4.5 Summary of
FTE data: indicators Tool Period

Facebook Tracking Exposed
Timeframe (FBT)

30 May 2018–9 August
2018

Number of tracked records 45,878
Unique Posts 9,194
Recursion average value 5
Average number of Unique
Posts

27.9

Total number of tracked MPs 329

The average number of posts written by each member of Parliament
during the period of analysis is about 28 in the 70 days of observation,
equal to 0.39 posts per day, or one post every two-and-a-half days, while
sharing activity is significant, with an additional level of personalization
of the shared posts. Recursion considerably increases due to interactions,
making it possible to maximize the effort and to minimize the need to
publish. In practice, MPs write little and share a lot, but maximize results
in terms of numbers of people reached.

The results are also confirmed by fanpage karma where for MPs in both
the Chamber and the Senate, the number of posts per day exceeds two in
only a few cases. This information is very useful for our analysis because it
allows us to explain why some M5s MPs chose to strengthen their social
communication at the expense of communication via a website, which is
evidently less effective. In fact, only 22% of the senators and 34.2% of the
deputies have a personal website, and only rarely do they update it (Table
4.6). Meanwhile, the YouTube channel, ‘M5s Parliament’, has just over
179,000 subscribers (Table 4.6).

Table 4.6 M5s MPs (%) with communication resources in the Chamber of
Deputies and the Senate

Chamber of deputies Senate

Yes No Yes No
Personal website 34.2 65.8 22.0 78.0
Facebook profile 99.1 0.9 90.8 9.2
Twitter profile 64.0 36.0 56.9 43.1
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Table 4.7 Facebook KPI for parliamentary groups

Page Page
Performance
Index (%)

Number
of fans

Average
Weekly
Growth
(%)

Engagement
(%)

Post
interaction

(%)

Posts
per
day

M5s Chamber 41.0 221,848 0.5 1.4 0.2 8.67
M5s Senate 43.0 206,470 0.4 2.1 0.2 8.85

It is useful to emphasize here the role of the parliamentary groups in
managing structured communication.5 The groups are, in fact, equipped
with their own communications offices that work in a coordinated
way between themselves and with the Government’s communications
staff (Table 4.7). Their function is to support the M5s ‘war room’,
responding to political attacks or emphasizing the political initiatives of
the Government and Parliament by packaging the responses that will then
be disseminated via all the parliamentary channels. With an average of
over eight posts per day, the parliamentary groups undertake the central
production of material to be shared.

The ‘noise’ produced by the parliamentarians collectively is, in fact,
remarkable. In Fig. 4.2, produced by the FTE on all posts traced during
the period chosen for analysis, the social media communication peaks
coincide with particular events, such as the vote on the confirmatory
motion of confidence in the M5s-Lega government (6 June 2018) or
the vote on the abolition of annuities (12 July 2018). In fact, there are
many such instances where communication seems to intensify.

These are not, however, the result of increased activity on the part
of parliamentarians, but the consequences of a ‘hype’ induced by the
communication staff thanks to the ‘eventization’ of the activities of
the Movement, a form of hype that spreads quickly through the M5s
ecosystem and reaches millions of citizens. L’Espresso estimates this
number to be of the order of 10 million (Fittipaldi, 26 August 2018).

Another striking fact is the amount of visual material used. With a
total of over 9000 unique posts tracked, over 90% are shared materials, of
which about 50% are visual materials (13.6% videos, 37.0% images, photos

5 The social media activities of the M5s group in the Chamber of Deputies are
supported by Web Side Story, a private agency created by Flavia Brandi and Luisa Buoni.
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and memes). A little under half are posts, of which 26% are shared posts.
The use of videos (mostly in streaming) and pictures is explained by the
high level of engagement, and by the fact that—as stated by the communi-
cations manager, Rocco Casalino, in an interview with L’Espresso—‘People
do not want to read the news, they want to see it’ (Table 4.8).

In line with the definition of the populism of protest and the rhetoric
of the ordinary citizen, the visual material illustrates the spectacularization
of everyday life (e.g. live streaming while walking towards the presidential
palace or towards ministries). It also illustrates the dramatization of polit-
ical action (e.g. live streaming from the hangar of ‘Air Force Renzi’—the
airplane used as a symbol of power—in order to stage a degradation ritual
against the former prime minister).

By staging conflicts with real or potential, always present, enemies
(e.g. the establishment, the media, the Democratic Party, Matteo Renzi,
Europe), videos, video messages and photos, with the support of apps,
flood the profiles of parliamentarians and the web, producing a tsunami
effect. The figures also reveal another interesting aspect, that is, a decid-
edly more hyped dimension of communication until mid-July when the
activity begins to normalize.

During this period, with the establishment of the commissions and
the distribution of the different roles, there was a plethora of messages
designed to highlight parliamentarians’ presence in the legislature and
their influence on decisions as well as describing the work of a legislator
and demonstrating support for the Movement’s themes. All of this was
designed to give a sense of legitimacy to themselves and their actions by
implementing a strategy of mutual appreciation.

The performance index detected by FPK, an estimated value
combining the percentage growth in the number of pages per week with
the average number of interactions generated by a single user on the
page is generally high for the majority of MPs, but is especially high for
newly elected members. In other words, the latter attempt to protect
the communication space reserved for them and to make it grow in

Table 4.8 Post format
(href type), Facebook
Tracking Exposed data

Videos Photos Posts Shared posts

13.62 37.04 47.66 26.07
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order to consolidate their relationship with the Movement and their own
constituencies (Figs. 4.3 and 4.4).

The electoral system has a small impact on the Page Performance
Index. This means that those elected in the majoritarian arena in both
the Chamber of Deputies and the Senate are slightly more determined
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in their behaviour than those elected in the proportional arena.6 Consid-
ering that those elected to the legislature for the first time represent the
largest proportion of M5s parliamentarians in both the majoritarian and
the proportional arena, such behaviour could be attributed to the type
of investiture received. In other words, it probably reflects the fact of
having been personally chosen by the head of the Movement and his staff,
combined with a greater level of exposure to the judgement of the voters
and of the Movement itself (Figs. 4.5 and 4.6).

The question that arises at this point is how the M5s parliamentarians
manage this space and with what goals. Having a look at the size of online
personal constituencies can be useful (Table 4.9). As seen from the table,
52% of MPs in the Chamber have 3000 fans or fewer, with about 18%
not exceeding 1000. We could define these as absolute beginners, people
who are little known to the Movement, to activists or even to their voters
who find it difficult to follow them.

6 The data concern only the elected representatives in Parliament without government
tasks.
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Table 4.9 Deputies and Senators by number of fans, absolute values and
percentages

No. of fans Deputies Percentage Senators Percentage

0–1000 28 18.2 4 4.7
1001–2000 32 20.8 42 48.8
2001–3000 21 13.6 10 11.6
3001–4000 12 7.8 2 2.3
4001–5000 7 4.6 1 1.2
5001–6000 6 3.9 2 2.3
6001–7000 2 1.3 2 2.3
7001–8000 3 2.0 3 3.5
8001–9000 3 2.0 0 0.0
9001–10,000 2 1.3 0 0.0
10,001–20,000 13 8.4 2 2.3
20,001–30,000 15 9.7 6 7.0
Over 30,000 10 6.5 12 14.0
Total 154 100.0 86 100.0
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Only ten deputies have more than 30,000 fans, having managed, over
time, to build their own virtual constituencies. They are veterans, MPs
who have been elected for a second time, whose profiles have grown
with the growth of the Movement and who owe their notoriety to it.
Between the first and second, there is a group of deputies who, owing
to their personal and professional backgrounds, enjoy visibility of their
own making and who are able to combine different—sporting, academic,
professional, creative, etc.—worlds and friendship circles and to capitalize
on their personal networks for the purposes of pursuing their political
ambitions. We could call them ‘water carriers’. Even in the Senate, 65.12%
have fewer than 3000 fans, and only 12 have more than 30,000 fans.
Among these, only two had been elected for the first time.

None among those in the top ten has a high performance index score.7

This is a sign that despite the fact that these deputies, due to their roles
or personalities, tend to post a little more than the average, their pages
have stopped growing. The same applies to all the other deputies elected
for a second term, none of which is found near the higher end in terms
of the performance index.

In short, probably due to the statute of the Movement, which prevents
candidates from running for more than two consecutive terms, there is
little incentive to invest in the acquisition of a powerful media presence.
However, there is also another possible explanation: senior MPs have
seen their participation in television broadcasts and requests for interviews
reduced in favour of representatives of the Government and new members
with communication skills, such as the journalist, Gianluigi Paragone.

Therefore, their popularity is undermined, as they remain in the
shadow of the media. Moreover, having acquired a critical mass of fans
and followers, and satisfied with their media performance in quantita-
tive terms, the most experienced MPs tend to focus on the Twittersphere
where debate takes place among ‘field experts’ and is characterized by
a higher quality. A form of natural specialization between Facebook and
Twitter is therefore created due to the different affordances of the two
social media, and due to the greater ability of parliamentarians serving

7 Occupying first place among the top ten is Roberto Fico, President of the Chamber
of Deputies, with over 366,000 fans, but a score of 43% on the Page Performance Index.
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their second terms of office to exploit the multiple channels, having
understood their functioning and value in terms of relationships.8

Although it does so in new ways, the old media in fact continue to play
the role of gatewatching and gatekeeping (Bentivegna, 2015) observing
and reporting in the public arena, in the form of official statements, the
part of the political debate that takes place via Twitter.

Therefore, we can say that propaganda and constituency communi-
cation is mainly broadcast via Facebook, while Twitter is configured
as the outpost of political communication, that is, as an elective place
of informed debate between media, parties and voters. It is a sort of
bourgeois public sphere in an electronic form.

The study carried out using fanpage karma from 18 June to 21 July,
shows that 50% of the senators fell in the 0–20 category by number
of posts, but that there was another 37% who were more active and
who published between 21 and 60 posts in the period considered. 57%
published between 0 and 10 images, but 43% fell in higher categories
as they made significantly greater use of images. 77.9% made between
0 and 10 video posts. Finally, 76.7% made between 0 and 10 posts
containing published links, in most cases by sharing a previous post.
41% had provoked less than 1000 reactions, and about 41% between
1001and 5000, but a small elite consisting of 11% exceeded 7000 reac-
tions. However, half of the sample (45.3%) was located towards the higher
end of the performance index (Fig. 4.7).

39.6% of deputies published between 0 and 20 posts, with about 50%
publishing between 21 and 60 posts in the period. Deputies tend to be
more active and to post more images, videos and links. The number of
interactions is generally higher for deputies’ posts (24% are in the lower
range) than for those of senators (41% are in the lower range) and, conse-
quently, the group of deputies with a high-performance index is larger
(54.5% as against 45.3% in the Senate): Fig. 4.8.

The format of posts is an important indicator of the quality/quantity
of the communication engaged in by each deputy (Fig. 4.9). We already
know that they tend to write little of their own, but that they share a
lot. Observing the flow of posts, it is easy to understand that sharing is a
more important matter than it appears. It is also worth noting that this is
not only due to fear of exposure or of making mistakes, but that it also

8 Multi-channelling can be managed in an integrated and seamless way by projecting
what is published in one medium, onto the other.
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Fig. 4.8 Number of
Facebook posts by
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Fig. 4.9 Type of post
and engagement matrix:
Chamber of Deputies
(Source Fanpage karma)
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reflects the latent organization of the whole flow: in fact, a substantial
part of communication is managed directly by the communications staff
to support the action of M5s representatives collectively and the polit-
ical leader in particular. In such instances, parliamentarians are obliged to
convey the resulting messages.

Other messages are managed by the parliamentary group, which,
it should be remembered, is the expression of the Movement in the
representative institutions. They include, of course, the posts of Beppe
Grillo—the Movement’s founder—the letters of Alessandro Di Battista in
his role as influencer, the articles published in il Fatto Quotidiano, the
newspaper aligned with the Movement’s positions, and the initiatives of
‘Rousseau’, the Movement’s eDemocracy platform.

All this material is promptly shared so that it can be disseminated.
Finally, there is the third, strictly personal, level, managed by the parlia-
mentarians, and which, beyond the other two, has its own distinctive
characteristics. In fact, MPs have their own staff (sometimes shared with
other MPs for reasons of cost optimization) consisting of a social media
manager, a press officer for relations with traditional media outlets and
a parliamentary assistant who collates constituents’ requests. These assis-
tants are often selected from among activists, more rarely from among
municipal councillors no longer eligible to serve subsequent terms of
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office. In acting as a link between the representative and the constituency
in question, the parliamentary assistant plays a very delicate role because
his/her responses can commit the parliamentarian to taking certain kinds
of action. The Facebook post is in many cases the final output of this
activity, in others, it can consist of an acknowledgement of the problem
with the promise to attempt to resolve it. M5s parliamentarians take
this aspect of their role seriously, attempting to act as spokespersons
for their constituencies in ways that capitalize on the support of their
constituents. It must be said that the linking function performed by the
parliamentary assistant, is not a longstanding or well-established activity
but one of recent origin that compensates for the ineffectiveness of the
Rousseau platform.9 In fact, it is now clear that the system is far from
representing a reinforcement of citizen participation in decision-making
activities (Mosca, 2018).

As we have already mentioned, the youngest representatives (in the
Chamber, 17 deputies are aged between 25 and 29) and the newly elected
members attempt to consolidate support among constituents by following
an acquisitive strategy. In contrast, longer-serving and more experienced
parliamentarians, as well as those who are older and better established,
tend to intervene in a more considered and more qualified manner, care-
fully choosing the public style they wish to adopt. This is confirmed by
the analysis of M5s communication via Twitter.

Twitter in Italy reaches just 7 million users, one-fifth as many as
those making up the audience for Facebook. 64% of deputies have a
Twitter profile. They are for the most part male, young people (56.7% are
between 25 and 29 years of age), and university graduates serving their
first terms of office (68.3%). 56.9% of senators have a Twitter profile. They
too are for the most part male, university graduates, under fifty years of
age and serving their first terms in the legislature. However, if we examine
closely their activity on Twitter, a very different picture emerges. 32.50%
of those with a Twitter profile have never written a tweet, while the same
is true for 29.17% of those with a Twitter account who are serving their
first terms of office. 38.33% had written between 1 and 20 tweets in
the period under investigation, as had 25.83% of those serving their first
term of office and 12.50% of those serving their second term. There were
only ten compulsive Twitter users, almost all of whom were serving their

9 Information collected through unstructured interviews with parliamentary assistants.
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second terms. In the Senate 39% did not publish any tweets during the
period analysed, 31% published between 1 and 20 tweets, while ten were
compulsive users of the medium. They included the curious case of Elio
Lannutti (a journalist) who wrote 2038 tweets during the period analysed
and also had the highest engagement index score. On Twitter, Lannutti
performed the function of launching Il Fatto Quotidiano articles,10 and
reframing news articles, with the addition of decidedly caustic comments
(Fig. 4.10).

10 The newspaper—and especially its editor, Marco Travaglio—is considered very
sympathetic to the Movement.
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Naturally, experience counts for a great deal, benefiting senators
serving their second terms and especially those with professional expe-
rience in journalism and communication. These are probably the same
senators as those (of which there were only 11) who will entertain some
form of conversation. So far it would seem that MPs perceive Twitter as a
slippery slope and that many prefer to adopt a passive attitude, intervening
in public debate as little as possible and leaving the task of influencing it
to the most experienced, to create spin effects (through the use of hash-
tags), or to probe the climate of opinion. This is a discursive dimension
recognized as having the same significance as an official declaration, for
which special investiture is required.

Therefore, independent communication, directly managed by indi-
vidual parliamentarians as opposed to being hetero-directed, exists. It
is residual and varies according to age and political experience. The
tones adopted are often vociferous, exasperated, emphatic and sometimes
epic, conveying the idea of crossing a desert. More institutional styles of
communication, however, seem to be adopted with the passage of time,
while suggesting a desire to distance the Movement from its governing
ally. In fact, it should be noted that in the 9134 unique posts collected
during our research, Salvini is explicitly cited in only 75, and almost always
to distance the Movement from positions adopted by the Lega.

Even when it comes to defending the work of the M5s-Lega govern-
ment—for example, with regard to the closure of ports—communication
carefully avoids mentioning the then Interior Minister, Matteo Salvini,
or those of his political stances reflective of his ethno-identitarian biases,
instead emphasizing the Movement’s often sharply worded protests on
issues such as Europe. In the case of the Italian coastguard vessel, the
‘Ubaldo Diciotti’—left stranded for days outside the port of Catania with
190 refugees aboard—the M5s group in the Chamber of Deputies asked
a number of its members to compose messages conveying the Move-
ment’s official position on the issue. The messages were then disseminated
through the group’s official media channels and those of its individual
members. Salvini was never mentioned in the messages, which, instead
stressed the Movement’s opposition to what they called Europe’s ‘false
consciousness’.

If there is a process of ‘micro-personalization’ at work, then this is
apparent in the profiles of only a few MPs, whose backgrounds in the
Movement meant that they were well known and had a stock of media
capital they could spend or augment in the new arena. For the remainder,
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processes of personalization probably served the purposes of reputation
building, a strategy mainly pursued on a visual plane with the aim of
lodging the MP’s image in the minds of voters and so enabling him or
her to be more easily recognizable. Whether it showed the MP in the
Chamber, in her/his office, with the minister in charge, or with Beppe
Grillo, each photograph conveyed the idea that the citizen was being
represented in the places that counted.

Classification of the Posts: More
Accountability Less Protest

As we have seen, MPs compose few posts themselves, but share posts a
great deal. In other words, they behave like the nodes in a wide and well-
distributed local network that exploits the properties of emerging systems.
That is to say, they have the ability to reach and intercept information
flows even when they originate at distant points. In this way, they are
able to reach the peripheries of the Movement without too much effort
(Barabasi, 2002; Bennett & Segerberg, 2012).

In the end, distilled from the posts without status (null), the contents
extrapolated from the FTE as Unique Posts (1365), amounted to just
500 in 30 days of observation.11 Nonetheless, extracted from the enor-
mous amount of information collected, these posts allowed us to draw
some preliminary conclusions. Each post was classified twice by two
different researchers so as to maximize reliability, at least with regard to
the prevailing dimensions. We must recognize, in fact, that it was not an
easy task, both because of the complexity of the classification typology and
because of the ‘nested’ style of the messages resulting from the sharing
process and the need to personalize messages already prepared by the
communication staff.

The Tag Cloud below is an impressionistic but effective graphical
summary of what emerged from the analysis (Fig. 4.11).

It clearly emerges, even confining our attention to posts written by
parliamentarians themselves, that their communication activity in the
social sphere is designed mainly to support the Government’s activity.
However, there is an important distinction to be made: posts tend less

11 For reasons of sample uniformity, the posts analysed were those published in the
period between 18 June and 21 July 2018 as for fanpage karma. Data does not include
premier Conte which is non-elected.
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Fig. 4.11 Tag Cloud of classification keywords

to support the activity of the Government as a whole, than to support
specific ministers who from time to time are in the news thanks to public
discussion of specific issues. So, apart from Luigi Di Maio who, as the
Movement’s Political Leader, enjoys a continuous stream of messages
in support of his leadership, the reputation of the remaining ministers
is carefully constructed by accurately reporting their activities and fore-
grounding their public images (e.g. through flyers, digital canvases and
memes). In other words, through ample endorsement, their images as
‘heroes’ are first constructed and then their affinities with ordinary people
are emphasized, thus heightening their popularity. In contrast, much less
attention is paid to the Lega’s ministers and to the deputy Prime Minister,
Matteo Salvini, who is mentioned as little as possible.

Parliamentarians’ communication is thus—at least in part—built on
their activity in support of the M5s ministers, helping them thereby to
construct an alternative narrative aimed at emphasizing their presence.
It is a mode of self-promotion that exploits the popularity of others
(‘I was there too’), their affinity with the ‘Grillini’ (‘these are also my
values’) and the activity of disseminating counter-information (‘il Fatto
Quotidiano says so’) to heighten their own public profiles (Fig. 4.12).
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Fig. 4.12 Classification according to post object

M5s representatives’ messages are twice as numerous in respect of
their parliamentary duties. The first lines of such messages are aimed
at providing evidence of the representatives’ presence in Parliament as
a means of conveying the idea that they are accountable (Pitkin, 1967).
Messages also stress their competence in deciding upon the issues consid-
ered by the parliamentary commissions or at constituency level—this as
a means of conveying the idea that they are responsive. In this sense,
it would seem that, as envisaged by McCrone (1986), M5s representa-
tives use constituency communication to link the responsiveness of the
representative system to their own accountability (McCrone, 1986). Para-
doxically, in fact, Parliament has until now been rather inactive on the
legislative front, so the eighteenth legislature has been considered a case
of communication without legislation (Ainis, 2019; Umit, 2017). A very
small proportion of the messages, however, concern constituency services.
It is likely that constituency services will become, in the near future, the
principal means by which the followers of Grillo emphasize their diversity.

Finally, the second classification line contains references to the set
of activities we have referred to using the term ‘counter-democracy’
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(Rosanvallon, 2006). Figure 4.13 shows that parliamentarians continue
to keep their ‘protest mode’ alive by acting as peoples’ tribunes, moni-
toring, controlling, reporting, interdicting and judging the powers that
be, the socio-economic elites, Europe, the system, the media, the Demo-
cratic Party, the former Prime Minister, Matteo Renzi, and individual
local administrators accused of corruption, malfeasance, cynicism, etc.
This dimension, in keeping with the nature of the Movement, guarantees
its social contiguity and seems to convey, more or less consciously, the
intention and the desire to saturate the political space, absorbing both
the functions of majority and opposition, internally as well as externally.
On the other hand, Beppe Grillo himself has declared in an interview
with the newspaper, il Fatto Quotidiano, that ‘this government seems to
be trying to fill the void by developing its own internal opposition’.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have sought to throw light on how constituency
communication is changing at a time when the M5s are in government.
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This is an important question, given the numerous changes and conflicts
that the M5s has brought to the democratic process, with the promise
of a radical paradigm shift and greater citizen involvement in decision-
making processes. The narrative of the superiority of politics with respect
to the economy, and collective intelligence with respect to expertise, in
the initial months of the Government’s life, conditioned its activity and,
naturally, that of the representative institutions themselves.

Nevertheless, our analysis suggests that:

1. The predominant function of constituency communication is to
support the activity of the Government and the Movement. Further-
more, it constitutes one of the preferential channels for transmitting
government information to activists and constituents.

2. In addition to supporting the Government, M5s parliamentarians
act in support of the leadership of the Movement. They are its oper-
ational arm, their communication reflecting the well-known model
of democratic centralism ‘tapping into the flexible organisational
affordances and mass outreach potential of social media’ (Gerbaudo,
2019: 5). One could even say that, taken together, they constitute
the largest, most efficient and effective press office the leader has at
his disposal.

3. Members of Parliament express a need for communication, but this
proves to be residual, subordinate, only partially channelled, via
the M5s communication system, to Parliament or Rousseau, despite
Casaleggio’s efforts to facilitate the opposite approach.

4. The communication flow is professionalized, media dependent, and
asymmetrical. If there is a form of personalization, then it is ‘assisted’
and used by the staff to achieve the sense of proximity of the
spokesperson with citizens (‘the person next door’) exploiting the
image and, in some cases, also the popularity, already acquired (as
evidenced by the widespread use of digital flyers). However, there
is also a form of (micro) personalization spontaneously exercised
by parliamentarians for reasons of accountability and reputation
building.

5. Compared to the Lega’s MPs, those of the M5s have a real war
machine at their disposal, one that is compact and scientifically orga-
nized, which they use massively on the most popular platform. In
contrast, the Lega’s propaganda machine is mostly driven by its
leader, Matteo Salvini.
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6. Finally, a form of natural specialization emerges between social chan-
nels, where Facebook is entrusted with the task of conveying the
Movement’s propaganda and counter-information, while Twitter is
used for overseeing the debate between the elites and the media.
Both lend themselves, if in different ways, to the mediation of the
relationship between representatives and the represented.

In other words, communication in the M5s is a structural variable.
Within the parliamentary institutions, it represents such an important
component that it absorbs over 50% of the resources assigned to the
parliamentary groups but is neither used to support the legislative process
nor to establish a form of direct communication between representatives
and citizens, which is mediated, by the platform’s democratic affordances
and controlled by its technical staff (Gerbaudo, 2019).

The only form of two-way structured communication is the one exer-
cised by Rousseau and controlled by Casaleggio. It is therefore clear
that much communication is sacrificed to action and to the government
programme and that little autonomy is left to parliamentarians. Thus,
due to party loyalty or the effect of the ‘spiral of silence’, any diver-
gence tends to be silenced with the result that the top-down organization
of the Movement is strengthened. The process of leadership reinforce-
ment and the top-down organization of the Movement seems, therefore,
not to coincide with the ‘imagined’ centrality of Parliament or with the
expectations of direct representation created during these years.

The use of social media by M5s parliamentarians, rather than strength-
ening the circuit of representation would seem, until now, to have created
the conditions for greater control over the individual parliamentarian’s
work. In conclusion, there is no doubt that the M5s parliamentarians’
style of representation is very close to the party-centered or party govern-
ment model highlighted by Norton (2007) and Zittel (2003). It is often
combined with attempts to use the tribune style to enable the parliamen-
tarians to emphasize their difference with respect to their governing ally
or their own positions when (in a very few cases) they sharply diverge
from those of the Movement.

In a context where MPs are selected by means of a sort of primary elec-
tion but elected in accordance with a system that makes no provision for
preference voting, where they approve policies decided top down while
trying to convey bottom-up legislative proposals without being able—at
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least so far—to listen to constituents, it is relevant to ask what kind of
mandate they are interpreting.

According to Saward ‘we need to move away from the idea that repre-
sentation is first and foremost a given, factual product of elections’ and
accept the idea that the representation claim is a ‘profound process of
constructing the represented in representation’ (2006: 10).

In this respect, we should conclude that the Movement’s approach to
Parliament’s role is nothing other than reverse engineering of represen-
tation where the role of staging the political conflict is reserved to the
parliamentary institutions, so filling the space that would otherwise be
occupied by the (missing) party on the ground. In other words, if the
Rousseau platform is the technological simulacra of the party in central
office, then Parliament becomes the institutional arena where the party
on the ground can manifest itself, the political simulacra of the party
organization.
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CHAPTER 5

The Party-Influencer: The Constituency
Communication of Podemos

Francesco Campolongo, Francesco Raniolo,
and Valeria Tarditi

This chapter analyses the constituency communication of the elected
members of Podemos, a new party that emerged in Spain in 2014. The
analysis first illustrates the political context by describing the main elec-
toral and competitive characteristics of Spanish democracy (Section “The
End of the Exceptionality of the Spanish Case”), before focusing on the
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last general election in November 2019 (Section “The 2019 Elections
and the Coalition Government”).

Specifically, we carry out a quantitative and qualitative analysis of
Podemos officials’ communication through two social networks: Face-
book and Twitter (Sections “Podemos: From the Streets to Government”
and “The Hybrid Party and Constituency Communication: Research
Hypotheses”). We demonstrate that their communication is mainly influ-
enced by two variables: an institutional variable, linked to Podemos’
competitive position, and an organisational variable, linked to the distri-
bution of power resources within the party itself.

The communication via social media of Podemos’ parliamentarians and
principal institutional representatives is in fact quite uniform in terms of
topics and it finds its main exponents in those members occupying high-
profile positions in the public institutions.

The End of the Exceptionality of the Spanish Case

The Spanish party system is extremely complex, mainly because of the
significance of the right/left and centre/periphery cleavages. They help
to structure the two levels of competition: on the one hand, the national
system and, on the other hand, different regional party subsystems
(Linz & Montero, 2001). At the same time, however, from a cross-
national, comparative perspective, party membership has always been very
low, so that some authors have spoken of a ‘virtual absence’ (Morlino,
1998) of the mass party model.

The parliamentary arrangements are based on asymmetrical bicamer-
alism, where the Congress of Deputies has greater legislative powers than
the Senate.

Although the Spanish electoral law is proportional with a 3% threshold,
it is ‘the proportional system with the greatest majority effects’ among
those used in the main Western democracies (Baldini & Pappalardo,
2004). There are in fact numerous correctives, including the small size
of the constituencies (50 corresponding to the provinces and 2 for
Ceuta and Melilla) which, in many cases, produces effects typical of the
single-member system, favouring the largest parties or enhancing the
territorial concentration of the vote. Over the years, these aspects have
favoured territorial representation and the personal power of certain local
candidates. On the other hand, the closed lists foster the power of the
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leadership, on which depend territorial candidates’ list placements and
therefore, in many cases, the probability of being elected.

The system of government is formally parliamentary, but in practice it
gives enormous centrality to the government and the Prime Minister, who
has traditionally been the leader of the most voted party. The existence
of hyper-majoritarian institutions (the government and electoral systems),
associated with the characteristics of the parties themselves, has generally
fostered the concentration of power in the hands of the leader-premier
(Raniolo, 2016).

These circumstances have contributed to the structuring of a multi-
party system that was initially unipolar (1982–1993) and later bipolar
(1996–2011), centred on alternation between the centre-right Partido
Popular (PP) and the centre-left Partido Socialista Obrero Español
(PSOE). However, the two-party dynamic that seemed to be an estab-
lished feature of Spanish democracy has faded since the economic crisis of
2008.

Indeed, the ‘Great Recession’, acted as a catalyst (Morlino & Raniolo,
2018), facilitating the growth of distrust towards the main parties,
overwhelmed by numerous cases of corruption as well as by citizens’
dissatisfaction with the consequences of austerity policies. On the other
hand, it opened a window of opportunity for individual and collective
outsider actors, both external to the institutional-electoral circuit, with
the emergence in 2011 of the 15M Movement, and within it, the appear-
ance or strengthening of new challenger parties: the centre-right party,
with regional origins, Ciudadanos (C’s) and the radical left-wing party,
Podemos .

The latter, which is the subject of our analysis, is certainly the one
that has shown the greatest capacity for consolidation, currently holding
a government position. In contrast, C’s, born as the direct challenger
of the PP with ambitions of leading the centre-right, has in recent years
suffered electoral decline and consequent marginalisation in favour, on
the one hand, of the PP itself and, on the other, of the new party of the
populist radical right, Vox. Indeed, the latter has been able profitably to
politicise the tensions arising from the centre-periphery conflict, which
escalated after the Catalonia crisis in 2017.

This brief description shows that the last decade in Spain has been
extremely turbulent, characterised by a growth in the complexity of the
party system due to the emergence of new nationwide protest parties,
with the resulting crisis of the bipolar or nearly two-party political
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framework, the loss of electoral decisiveness and thus the instability of
governments. In other words, the exceptionality of the Spanish case, due
to regular alternation between the PP and the PSOE, the presence of
stable one-party governments, the institutional management of territorial
conflict and the absence of populist parties located at the two extremes of
the political spectrum, has gradually disappeared (Rodon, 2020).

In the years immediately following the deepening of the economic
crisis, the shift from two-party system to a polarised four-party system
centred on the four parties—PSOE, PP, Podemos and C’s—made it
increasingly problematic to form governments led by a single party,
requiring agreements between several political forces. This fragmenta-
tion prevented the establishment of a parliamentary majority following
the 2015 general election and led to the holding of early elections the
following year, from which a new government led by the PP and C’s
emerged, not without lengthy parliamentary negotiations.

The discovery in 2018 of cases of corruption among senior PP offi-
cials led the PSOE, headed by Pedro Sánchez, to put down a motion of
censure, supported by Podemos and some nationalist parties. However,
due to disagreements with the nationalist forces, the first Sánchez govern-
ment was also short-lived, ending prematurely and paving the way for
two further elections: the first in April 2019, which failed to produce a
governing majority, and the second in November of the same year, which
resulted in the current PSOE-Podemos coalition government.

The last elections marked a further transformation of the party system,
which has resumed its previous bipolar, multi-party format revolving
around the PSOE and the PP. Nevertheless, the two parties are smaller
compared to the past and Unidas Podemos (the coalition between
Podemos, the historic radical left-wing party, Izquierda Unida, and other
minor formations) and on the opposite side, Vox , are both key players in
the construction of coalitions with winning potential (Table 5.1).

The 2019 Elections and the Coalition Government

In 2019, Spanish citizens were called to the polls for several elec-
toral competitions: European, local, regional and national elections. With
respect to the national context, those of November 2019 were, like those
of 2016, held before the natural end of the previous legislature and a
few months after the previous elections. This was the first time in the
history of Spanish democracy that the constitutional provision providing
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Table 5.1 The Spanish general elections of November and April 2019

November 2019 April 2019

Parties Votes (%) Seats Votes (%) Seats

PSOE 28.0 120 28.7 123
PP 20.8 89 16.7 66
VOX 15.1 52 10.3 24
Unidas Podemosa 12.9 35 14.3 42
C’s 6.8 10 15.9 57
ERC 3.6 13 3.9 15
JxCat 2.2 8 1.9 7
PNV-EAJ 1.6 6 1.5 6
Más-País-Compromís 2.2 3 0.6 1
EH-Bildu 1.1 5 1.0 4
CUP 1.0 2 * *
CCa-PNC-NC 0.5 2 0.5 2
BNG 0.5 1 0 0
NA+ 0.4 2 0.4 2
PRC 0.3 1 0.2 1
Teruel Existe 0.1 1 * *
Turnout 66.2 - 71.8 -

aUnidas Podemos includes Podemos-IU, En Comù-Podem and other regional branches
*Neither the CUP nor Teruel Existe contested the election of April 2019

for dissolution of Parliament in the event of a deadlock in the forma-
tion of a government was used. Since 2015, therefore, Spain has lost the
character of an investiture and majority democracy.

The elections that gave birth to the current government were charac-
terised by an index of bipartisanship that rose slightly compared to April,
but was still lower than in the past, an increase in abstention and electoral
volatility, on the electoral demand side, but also by the growth of dispro-
portionality, due to the non-allocation of seats in small constituencies
(Rodon, 2020).

As Vidal (2020) points out, the decline in turnout between April and
November was partly due to the unwillingness of a part of the electorate
to repeat the elections because of the inability of the political elites to
reach an agreement. While the party that suffered most from this ‘voter
fatigue’ was the PSOE—analyses of electoral flows suggest that at least
30% of its voters abstained compared to April—Unidas Podemos also lost
12% of its voters.
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In particular, looking at electoral trends by municipality, the decline in
turnout is found precisely in those contexts where in April the left had
performed better than the right. Another factor is related to the ability of
Mas País, the party founded by one of Podemos’ former leaders, Iñigo
Errejón, to attract a small proportion of the PSOE’s and Podemos’ unde-
cided voters (Vidal, 2020). On the right of the political spectrum, in
contrast, the main changes between the two elections concern the collapse
of C’s and the sudden leap forward of the extreme right, Vox. This last
element probably also favoured the formation of the governing coalition
between Podemos and the PSOE, since, as claimed by Podemos’ leader,
Pablo Iglesias (quoted in Rodon, 2020: 1503), the Socialists seem to
have understood that ‘you sleep worse with 50 Vox deputies than with
ministers belonging to Podemos’.

Podemos: From the Streets to Government

Podemos is undoubtedly one of the main protagonists of the recent
transformations in the Spanish party system. Studies of the party are
now numerous. From the outset, Podemos has attracted the attention of
observers for its innovative features, both in terms of its political message
and organisational model. It has been included in the category of new
protest parties (Morlino & Raniolo, 2018), understood as formations
that mobilise citizens’ dissatisfaction, conveying a message of opposition
to the political establishment. Unlike anti-system forces, protest parties
are not opposed to the regime, but give voice to a radical critique of its
functioning and its traditional protagonists while accepting the rules of
democracy. At the same time, however, these parties claim that there is a
fundamental division between the people and the political establishment,
emphasising their extraneousness to the latter and showing themselves
to be different both in their organisational forms and in their political
proposals (Abedi, 2004; Schedler, 1996).

Podemos has taken up the legacy of the 15M Movement that arose
in 2011 in Spain, politicising the cleavage that juxtaposes ‘people’ and
‘caste’, seeking to overhaul and de-professionalise politics, and—under
the slogan, ‘es la hora de la gente’—encouraging greater citizen involve-
ment in institutional decisions (Espinoza-Pino, 2014). It presented itself
as the authentic representative of the majority of people, highlighting
the phenomenon of mutual disengagement between citizens and parties
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(Mair, 2013), making itself the spokesperson for new modes of repre-
sentation and a lighter organisational model, inspired by the principles
of participation and horizontality (Montesanti & Tarditi, 2017). Having
neither a political legacy nor a past, it conveyed the message, ‘change for
the better’, promising a new style of politics and renewal of the old ruling
class (Sikk, 2005).

Podemos also presented itself as an alternative to the parties of the
radical left, whose main political proposals it shares, including the aspi-
ration to transform the current economic order to bring about greater
social equality (Damiani, 2016; March, 2011). Criticising them for an
excessive attachment to positions concerning matters of ideological iden-
tity, and for organisational immobility, the party has sought to acquire a
mainstream profile, while presenting itself as an instrument of democratic
and transparent citizen participation (Tarditi, 2017).

Since its appearance on the Spanish political scene in 2014 during the
European elections, when it achieved a surprising 8% of the vote, its elec-
toral performance has fluctuated. This has not, however, prevented it from
becoming a ‘relevant’ party in Sartori’s (1976) sense, a status it has since
retained through various electoral contests, regional and national. One
of the factors that has certainly enabled Podemos rapidly to transform
itself from an outsider party into a peripheral and then relevant parlia-
mentary force with coalition potential has been its capacity to adapt to
the various electoral challenges it has faced. Indeed, one should remember
that Podemos initially defined itself as a post-ideological party, refusing to
collaborate with existing parties, including the radical left, IU.

The strategy was that of a ‘blitzkrieg’ assault on power, aimed at
winning a majority of the votes of the Spanish electorate in the first
round of elections. After the failure of this attempt, Podemos openly
revealed its nature as a force of the radical left, building alliances with new
regional formations and consolidating its coalition with IU, giving birth
to Unidos/Unidas Podemos. Consistent with this strategic adaptation and
thus with the shift from a ‘logic of competition’ to a ‘logic of collabo-
ration’, the party then became open to collaboration with the Socialist
Party, initially included among the parties of the political establishment.

As can be seen from Table 5.2, together with local formations in the
regions of Catalonia, Galicia and the Valencian Community, the party won
20.6% of the vote and 69 seats in the 2015 general election. In the June
2016 election it joined the coalition, Unidos Podemos, together with the
radical left-wing party, IU, and other regional movements. The coalition
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Table 5.2 Support for
Podemos/Unidas
Podemos in general
elections

General
election

Party/Coalition Votes Seats

2015 Podemos 12.7%
(20.6%)a

42 (69)

2016 Unidos Podemos 13.4%
(21.1%)b

45 (71)

2019 (Apr) Unidas Podemos 11.1%
(14.3%)c

33 (42)

2019
(Nov)

Unidas Podemos 9.8%
(12.9%)c

26(35)

aPodemos formed several alliances at the sub-national level with
other regional parties
bPodemos-IU-EQUO and En Comú Podem, Podemos-
Compromis-EUPV, Podemos-En Marea-ANOVA-EU
cPodemos-IU and other minor formations
Source Ministry of the Interior, Spain

won 21.1% of the vote and 71 seats. Again, through the Unidos Podemos
coalition, Podemos won 14.3% of the vote and obtained 42 seats in the
April 2019 elections and in the following elections, held a few months
later, 12.9% of the votes and 35 seats.

Podemos’ entry into the Spanish parliament profoundly changed the
socio-demographic profile of members of the institution. Indeed, as
already mentioned, its leader and founder, Pablo Iglesias, along with the
other members of the original ruling coalition, inspired by the thinking
of Gramsci and Laclau, had interpreted the advent of the economic crisis
and the weakening of the two main parties as manifestations of a ‘regime
crisis’ and the ‘end of a political cycle’ (Errejón, 2014). For Iglesias, it
was a ‘populist moment’, i.e. a phase of ‘inflection’ in Spanish democ-
racy (Mouffe, 2016), one that opened up the possibility of building,
through political-discursive practice, a collective subject united by the
equivalence of different claims in opposition to the dominant social
group (Laclau, 2005). From the beginning, the aim of Podemos was to
build a social majority, elaborating proposals that were or could become
‘common sense’, through a hegemonic project alternative to the existing
one (Iglesias quoted in Manetto, 2014; Tarditi, 2015). On the basis of
this thinking, the party initially acted as an instrument of ‘counter-elites’
(Pareto, 1964), advocating a renewal of the political class. And indeed,
through the various legislatures, the party’s representatives significantly



5 THE PARTY-INFLUENCER … 123

altered the socio-demographic profile of the Congreso, differentiating
themselves from the traditional political class.

Considering only those deputies belonging to the party rather than
to the various coalitions, in both the 2015 and the 2016 legislatures,
Podemos representatives were younger than their colleagues, with an
average age of 39 in 2015 and 41 in 2016. Moreover, the party has
always valued gender equality, a majority of its representatives (52% in
2015; 55% in 2016) being women. In both cases, most of its representa-
tives had high levels of education (Montesanti & Tarditi, 2017; Tarditi &
Vittori, 2020). The same trends can be observed in recent years. In both
the short 2019 legislature and the current one, Podemos deputies have
had an average age of around 40 (44 in 2019 and 43 currently) and have
been mostly women (56.2% in 2019; 56% currently), all with high levels
of education.

At the election of November 2019, Podemos and its allies failed to
elect representatives in as many as seven regions and secured representa-
tion in Catalonia and Galicia only thanks to the local branches, En Comú
Podem-Guanyem el Canv and En Común-Unidas Podemos. Despite the
progressive decline in electoral support, Podemos has become decisive in
the formation of centre-left governments. While in the first, short-lived,
legislature of 2019 it offered external support to the PSOE government,
in the current legislature it has become part of the governing coalition
and its leader, as well as its most high-profile members, hold a number of
ministerial offices (Fig. 5.1).

The Selection of Candidates and the Power of the Leader

The selection of Podemos candidates for the Congreso takes place through
the so-called ‘Des Borda’ system (Podemos, 2019), which in the last
few years has replaced the ‘lista plancha’ system, which used closed lists
within a single national constituency. In the process of candidate selection,
several lists can be presented for a single national constituency, with each
candidate indicating the constituency in which he or she would prefer to
be a candidate in the event of being selected.

This choice is not necessarily linked to the candidate’s place of resi-
dence, but is based on the candidate’s political, professional or life-long
ties to the constituency. Party members who have been enrolled in the
party for at least the previous 10 days are eligible to vote. Members may
vote for candidates from more than one list, by expressing a maximum
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Fig. 5.1 Territorial distribution of Unidas Podemos and other coalition forma-
tions’ MPs—November 2019

number of preferences corresponding to the number of places on the list
(ranging from a maximum of 116 to a minimum of 39) ranking them
in order of preference. The winning list is made up of the candidates
who, in descending order, have obtained most votes, then distributed
according to the constituency indicated, applying gender corrections and
guaranteeing representation to any lists exceeding 5% of the vote.

Compared to the lista plancha mechanism, voters can now in effect
‘compose’ lists, whereas previously they were closed. Whereas in the past
constituencies were assigned to candidates after the vote, regardless of
their residence, candidates now have to indicate a specific constituency.
The latter change was made in response to criticism from minorities
within the party concerning the weak representation of territories and the
prevalence of the leader and media personalities. However, this innovation
has itself been criticised, since it too operates within the framework of a
single constituency for the selection of candidates to the Congress and
the composition of single lists. This means that every elector, regardless
of his or her territorial affiliation, can choose candidates from the various
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provinces, thus weakening the link between the localities and individual
candidates.

Another critical factor that limits the constitution of lists alternative to
the one headed by the leader is the existence of high exclusion thresh-
olds, both explicit and implicit. The explicit exclusion threshold concerns
the criteria for individual candidacies. Candidates heading the list must
have the support of not less than 1000 members and the support of
a collegial body, namely, a majority of the Consejo Ciudadano Estatal,
the Consejo de Coordinación, or the Secretario Estatal, or the support of
at least ten activist circles. For other candidates, either personal support
(500 members are needed) or collegial support is sufficient. The implicit
threshold, on the other hand, which is much more incisive, corresponds
both to the timing of the selection and the time granted to candidates to
fulfil the necessary requirements for admission to the competition, which
are the responsibility of the Consejo Ciudadano Estatal.

In the last candidate selection, held on 20 December 2018, the
limited amount of time for meeting the necessary requirements for the
admission of candidacies and the lists themselves prevented more than
90 candidacies passing the pre-selection phase and only the list led by
Iglesias—Sì se puede—was admitted, eliminating any kind of competi-
tion. In conclusion, the candidate selection system adopted by Podemos
provides elements for a strengthening of the leadership, weakening the
link between constituencies and candidates.

The selection of candidates for electoral competitions is just one
example of the organisational nature of Podemos. The party was initially
built on the basis of an equilibrium between a horizontal and assembly-
like tendency and a vertical tendency centred on the media power of the
leader, Iglesias, but the latter tendency seems to have strengthened over
years, partly due to the disappearance of internal factions ideologically
opposed to the majority group surrounding the leader (Campolongo &
Caruso 2021).

Indeed, it should be noted that following the party’s second congress
in 2017 (Vistalegre II ), which had sanctioned the prevalence of Iglesias
and his group in the party’s governing bodies, internal tensions escalated
provoking the breakaway of the group led by one of the founders, Iñigo
Errejón, and the constitution of the new party, Más País . More recently,
following a series of disagreements arising from contrasting ideological
conceptions of Podemos and its policies, Teresa Rodríguez, a popular
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Andalusian member of the Izquierda Ánticapitalista movement, also left
the party.

The Hybrid Party and Constituency

Communication: Research Hypotheses

The changes that have taken place in the Spanish party system partly
stem from a broader process of transformation of the public and political
spheres characterised by an acceleration in the digitalisation of Spanish
society, with widespread use of the web and social networks, as well as
a strengthening of the processes of disintermediation facilitated by the
mediatisation of the political space. Looking at the data provided by the
INE, in 2011 the percentage of households with an internet connection
was 62.7% and the percentage of people who had used the Web in the
previous three months was 66.5%, while in 2019 the percentages were
91.4% and 90.7% respectively.

Similarly, among people aged between 16 and 65 who use the Internet,
the percentage of those who access social networks has increased grad-
ually, going from 75% in 2011 to 85% in 2019. In 2019, the most
popular social networks included Facebook (94%) and Twitter (68%),
which were used by 87% and 50% of respondents respectively. If social
networks are mainly used for social activities, aimed at keeping in touch
with friends, they are also used to follow current affairs and political
parties (31%) (Estudio Anual de Redes Sociales, 2019). With regard to
the latter, Barrio Rodríguez (2012) notes that the inclusion of Spanish
politicians in social networks has been gradual, identifying the 2011 elec-
tions as the timid beginning of their greater involvement. However, she
emphasises that in many cases this meant a simple transfer of the content
of their political message from traditional channels to the new ones. Thus,
although the political leaders and the most visible representatives of the
main parties had started to use communication through social media, this
was still a rather limited activity and not very interactive (Díaz Campo &
Segado-Boj, 2016).

With respect to Podemos, some studies (Jerez et al. 2015) have found
that in the initial months after its appearance and then again in the
following years, the party had a much higher number of followers on
the two most popular social networks, Facebook and Twitter, than the
other parties, even the new ones like C’s. With respect to the content of
its message via Facebook, in the initial months of its existence Podemos
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privileged two thematic areas. These were the social struggles of the past
and the common sense of an outraged citizenry; criticism of the ‘caste’—
responsible, according to the party, for the economic and social crisis then
facing the country (Jerez et al., 2015).

The aspects just highlighted are not surprising. One of the fundamental
reasons for the electoral success of Podemos was certainly the adoption
of protest communication through a ‘transmedia’ strategy based on the
use of old and new information technologies. Even before the creation
of the party, its leader had devised a number of transmissions on the web
and on local television channels in which political issues were discussed.
He had then appeared in the national media, acting as a spokesperson for
protest demands, conveying a simplified message and an emotional appeal
(Casero-Ripollés et al., 2016; Tarditi, 2017).

The link between the party and new communication technologies has
remained quite solid over time. Indeed, having no organisational legacy
behind it, the party has been able to introduce disruptive innovations,
making digital tools constitutive elements of the three organisational
dimensions of membership, structure and decision-making (Raniolo &
Tarditi, 2020).

Traditional Spanish parties have also addressed the digital revolution,
introducing to a greater or lesser extent ‘sustainable innovations’ that
have allowed the adoption of digital tools mainly to broaden membership
and perform communicative functions (Raniolo & Tarditi, 2020). Unlike
Podemos, the latter already had organisational structures and innovated
gradually, seeking an equilibrium with existing structures.

Starting from this overview of aspects of Spanish society and of Spanish
parties’ political communication via social networks, the aim of this
chapter is to analyse in more detail the constituency communication of
Podemos. As we have seen, several studies have analysed the party’s rela-
tionship with the most popular social media. Many of them, however,
have focused on the leader’s and the party’s communication during elec-
tion campaigns and the period of its initial rise. Here, we aim to identify
the characteristics of the communication of the elected representatives
of Podemos in a completely new phase for the party, one which coin-
cides with the experience of government. We will ask whether entry into
government has affected the party’s use of social media and the content
of its communication. From our point of view, two factors affect the
constituency communication of Podemos’ representatives: the transition
from a protest and opposition force to a governing force (the institutional



128 F. CAMPOLONGO ET AL.

variable); the organisational nature of the party and the way in which its
representatives are internally selected (the organisational variable). Our
first hypothesis is that:

H1a Membership of the coalition government affects the party’s
constituency communication, reinforcing the communicative nodes,
i.e.social media profiles, of those of Podemos’ members who have greater
visibility and influence in the decision-making process, because they hold
institutional roles.

We also hypothesise that this change concerns not only the level
of concentration of communication flows between the different party
members, but also the type of content conveyed. Our second hypothesis
is thus that:

H1b Podemos’ representatives tend to focus their communication on
issues related to government activity, promoting the party no longer as
a protest force, but rather as a governing force that is both responsive
and accountable.

In other words, we anticipate that the party, having been born as an
external force, mainly pursuing representation functions, will have moved
towards a greater enhancement of output functions after becoming a
governmental force. This hypothesis is based on the previous considera-
tions concerning the change of the party’s competitive strategy registered
over the years and due to external and institutional conditioning, shown
in part by its greater openness to other parties located on the left of the
political spectrum.

Finally, we expect

H2 Podemos’ representatives to privilege general issues concerning the
party as a whole, its values and activities, rather than specific aspects of
individual and constituency representation.

This is because, as highlighted above, in Podemos there has been a
process of centralisation of the organisation, also demonstrated by the
mechanism of candidate selection, with most choices coming from the
leadership and the executive group. In fact, Podemos deputies all come
from a single list: the one made up of those closest to the leader and his
conception of the party’s values and strategy. We therefore expect a style
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of communication aimed at demonstrating the unity of the party itself
and its ideological coherence.

In order to test these hypotheses while maintaining consistency with
the previous chapters, we will proceed to a quantitative and qualitative
analysis of the constituency communication of Podemos’ MPs and repre-
sentatives through two social networks: Facebook and Twitter. The small
size of the sample, given the reduced dimensions of the parliamentary
group (existing only in the Chamber) has led us to consider not only MPs’
communication, but also the accounts of the party, the parliamentary
group and the members of the government. The sample also allows us
to verify the influence of the government variable in the communication
dynamics within the group.

By using the fanpage karma software, the analysis will focus on the
distribution of messages, through Facebook and Twitter, across the MPs’,
the Ministers’ and the party’s accounts, from 7 January to 7 March
2020. The selected timeframe covers the period from the formal entry
of Podemos into the government to the period just before the outbreak
of the Covid-19 pandemic in Spain. The analysis will also focus on the
media composition of the communication by investigating the produc-
tion of audio-visual content contained in the posts and the frequency of
specific words and hashtags. In the interpretation of quantitative data
we will make use of interviews with two key informants, namely two
parliamentary assistants to Podemos’ deputies.

The qualitative analysis, on the other hand, will explore the content
and goals of the posts published by Podemos members (MPs and
Ministers) on Facebook. The decision to consider exclusively the commu-
nication through Facebook is due to the greater popularity of the platform
as compared to others among the Spanish population. The time span is
one month and runs from 7 February, the date of the formal investiture
of the government, to 7 March 2020, a period in which perceptions of
the emergency generated by the spread of Covid-19 in Spain were not yet
salient and the pandemic had not yet come to dominate debate and the
political agenda.

The Organisation of Communication in Podemos

Podemos’ organisation includes a department called the ‘Área Redes
Sociales ’ which manages and regulates the party’s activity on social
networks . As pointed out on the party’s website (https://podemos.info/

https://podemos.info/redes/
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Table 5.3 Number of Facebook posts by format

Total
number of
Facebook
posts

Text-posts Picture-posts Link and
media-posts

Video-posts Average
posts per
day

Average
daily
posts

per MP

1533 32 (2.1%) 104
(6.8%)

1397
(91.1%)

667 25 1.1

redes/), social networks play an increasingly important role in political
communication.

The work of the Área Redes Sociales is organised by different teams
corresponding to the various territorial levels (from the national to
the municipal), administered by the respective heads of the Consejo
Ciudadanos, with the task of managing the party’s official social media
channels, especially Facebook and Twitter. The indications given on the
party’s national web page regarding the modalities and type of content to
be conveyed through the social media channels are quite detailed.

The communication of the Podemos parliamentary group is there-
fore entrusted to the party’s ‘national social networks team’. This team1

usually prepares the content of online communication, assisting the MPs.
It is a structure that combines technical and political expertise, controlling
the production of media content. According to a Podemos parliamentary
assistant:

not all contents are published directly but there is a small hierarchy in the
network team. There is a network manager with a more political profile,
who combines technical, and communication skills and who approves the
messages. There is always this filter: the technicians elaborate the message
and the network manager approves it. If the manager has any doubts – and
this possibility exists considering the sensitive aspect of the issues – s/he
contacts the organisational manager.

As can be seen in Table 5.3, in the period of analysis considered, there
were 1533 posts on the Facebook pages attributable to the sample of
institutional actors and to the collective pages of Podemos, about 25 each

1 Occasionally, in some specific cases, another department of Podemos, the Discourse
Group, organises the party’s communication.

https://podemos.info/redes/
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Table 5.4 Number of tweets by format

Total
number
of
tweets

Text-
tweets

Link and
picture-
tweets

Picture-
tweets

Link-
tweets

Original
tweets

Retweets Answers Average
tweets
per day

8314 5311
(63.9%)

236
(2.8%)

1675
(20.1%)

1092
(13.1%)

2852
(32.6%)

4702
(57.0%)

760
(9.1%)

4.1

day, for an overall average of 60 posts and a daily average of 0.98 posts
per MP. In terms of content, out of 1533 posts only 2.1% (32) consisted
exclusively of text, while 98% of the remaining posts had multimedia
content of various kinds, from simple images to videos.

Among the latter, about 667 have unique, original videos, i.e.
uploaded directly from the indicated account. As can be seen in Table
5.3, the vast majority of posts on Facebook (91.1%) have media content
corresponding to original or shared videos and/or some links, 6.8% have
only images and only 2.1% are purely textual posts.

As can be seen from Table 5.4, the overall production on Twitter is
considerably larger. This is due both to the peculiarities of the platform,
which is characterised by shorter messages than Facebook posts, and to
the fact that this social network is more widely used among Podemos’
elected representatives.

Even on Twitter, where the characteristics of the platform favour
textual communication, more than 20% of tweets contain multimedia
content or links. Most of the tweets are retweets (57%), 10.3% are replies,
while only 32.6% are original posts, with a daily average of four tweets
per MP. Meanwhile, the accounts of the MPs and the party considered
together generate 135 tweets per day.

The amount of multimedia content published through the two social
networks confirms the hybrid nature of communication. The integration
of new and old media takes place through the sharing on the Web of
both multimedia contents taken from mainstream media and audio-visuals
produced by the party.

The large number of retweets further illustrates the flow of communi-
cation from sources inside and outside the party. In this regard, according
to the interviewees, the publication of tweets and posts is subject to a
specific hierarchy, both in terms of frequency of production and geog-
raphy of dissemination. The material shared on Facebook is mainly
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attributable to three types of source: (a) news from the media; (b)
reactions to news or statements by political opponents; (c) messages or
material from the party. According to a parliamentary assistant:

on the web we share information from the media, opinions and reactions
to news and statements of third parties or political opponents and, last
but not least, material expressing the party view. Consequently, the daily
activity of members of the ‘social networks team’ involves analysing and
understanding what has happened in the media, selecting speeches or parts
of speeches by the party’s representatives in Parliament or published on
the media by its key leaders and, on this basis, proposing posts or tweets
successively examined by the content manager. This person supports the
network manager in the decision and is responsible for deciding whether
or not to publish the final content.

Thus, the communicative production of the social network team
mostly involves the sharing of materials acquired through the media,
whether news or the positions of political adversaries, and promotion
of the speeches of the party’s principal representatives in the public
institutions. According to one interviewee

the ‘network team’ selects the speeches of the MPs, following them on
video and recording the speeches both in the committees and in the
Congress. Then the audio-visual team produces quick, express editions,
which are shared through the party’s account and from there the sharing
begins... The same work in the committees is done especially for the most
important representatives (the network team managers) by editing and
suggesting a direct and simple message or by sending the material directly
to the MP enclosing possibly a proposal for a slogan.

An important part of the work of the ‘social networks’ team is therefore
the creation of small media productions that reinforce MPs’ messages,
thanks to agile editing of their speeches and the addition of headlines
and slogans summarising their content. This contributes to the ‘spectac-
ularisation’ of institutional representatives’ contributions, which are often
accompanied by images and slogans designed to increase their media
appeal. In some cases, as can be seen from the above examples (Fig. 5.2),
the graphic presentation of the video itself, regardless of the institu-
tional context, contains elements ridiculing adversaries, reflecting a strong
element of ideological polarisation.
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Fig. 5.2 Examples of Podemos video presentations

The logic of sharing and retweeting, as confirmed by our intervie-
wees, is a ‘strategic’ logic involving both the party’s representatives and
its closest influencers, who cooperate through other social networks, such
as Telegram channels. Communication seems to be structured through
online ‘bodies’ that act as channels of communication, within which
messages elaborated by the social networks team and the communica-
tion group are transmitted for sharing and dissemination. According to
one interviewee, there are cases where a more structured communication
plan is prepared, giving rise to a specific campaign that can complement
institutional activity:

when there is something big, a network campaign is prepared at least 24
hours in advance and all institutional actors are notified that at a certain
time the campaign will start. They are given a campaign document with
some examples of tweets on how the campaign will work. The most impor-
tant thing is that the graphic material and infographics accompany the
message. This is usually communicated 24 hours in advance, with the
hashtag and video ... so that the MPs can get organised.

In conclusion, Podemos’ communication is structured and organised
around some central nodes that allow for coherence and a certain level
of uniformity between the messages of the party’s representatives and
leading members. This structure reflects the centralist tendencies of the
organisation and, as we shall see later, it allows for collective mobilisa-
tion when there are issues relevant to the party’s identity and activity. As
we shall explain in more detail in the next section, this does not mean,
however, the absence of differences between the individual representatives
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in terms of both the quantity of messages and the management of their
social pages.

The Social Media Activity of the Party and Its Members

The distribution of posts on the two social networks during the period
under consideration confirms that the party’s Facebook and Twitter pages
are the main sources. As can be seen in Figs. 5.3 and 5.4, about 41% of
the Facebook posts and 21% of the Tweets come from Podemos’ account.
In contrast, the page of the parliamentary group in the Congreso is used
less.

A more detailed analysis and comparison of the various Facebook and
Twitter accounts of MPs and government representatives shows that the
members with institutional roles are also the most active on Facebook,
with some exceptions.

As can be seen from Fig. 5.3, among the most active Facebook
accounts, immediately after that of the party, there is the account of the
vice-president of the government and secretary of the party, Pablo Igle-
sias. In fourth place comes the account of Pablo Echenique, leader of the
group in the Chamber of Deputies and secretary of the party organisa-
tion, and next there is the account of Irene Montero, Minister for Equal

Fig. 5.3 Number of Facebook posts
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Fig. 5.4 Number of tweets

Opportunities. This fact might at first glance be explained by the centrality
of the party in public office, but the picture is more complex.

The ten most active users on Facebook also include people who do not
hold any particular position in the Congreso—other than that of deputy—
and do not belong to the government. They also do not have any specific
role within the party in the central office and have far fewer Facebook
followers than Pablo Echenique or Pablo Iglesias. Examples include the
MPs Marisa Saavedra Muñoz, who has a simple personal Facebook page,
and Meri Pita with only 2206 fans (see the next section for the detailed
distribution of followers).

Looking at Fig. 5.4, the trend on Twitter is quite similar. Apart from
the party account, the most utilised pages include those of the leader and
other institutionally more visible representatives, as well as representatives
with fewer followers, not belonging to the dominant coalition of the party
and without additional formal positions in Parliament or the government.
Moreover, the greater communicative activism does not seem to be linked
to the age of the person, although again, the evidence is conflicting.

The lack of correlation between social media production and institu-
tional roles and biographical data seems to be due to certain aspects of
the organisation of communication on the part of the party as a whole.
Besides the centralisation of some of the communication flows, high-
lighted in the previous paragraph, there are also ways of managing the
different accounts that depend on the needs of the deputies and ministers
themselves. As mentioned by one interviewee:
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there are three categories of MPs and relevant actors in the party. There
are those who manage the network independently, without the help of the
network team; there are those who share management with the network
team, and those who entrust the entire management to the network team.
The latter are few and are generally slightly older MPs who do not like the
web and do not feel able to manage social networks.

Thus, it seems plausible to think that the particular activism of some
senior members of Parliament may partly depend on the support of social
media managers belonging to the party team. Institutional members, on
the other hand, tend to co-manage their social pages with the network
team, which proposes to the representatives the publication of posts and
tweets or their revision. Finally, there is a large group of MPs who manage
their accounts independently.

The activity of the communication equipe alters the relationship
between age and level of production of social media content, but at the
same time, it further strengthens the incidence of the institutional vari-
able. This relation becomes clearer when we analyse the distribution of
the production of original videos (Table 5.5).

As confirmed by the interviewees, original contributions represent the
highest point in the communications hierarchy, from which sharing then
starts. The data confirm the centrality of the party page, from which
41% of the videos containing original multimedia contents originate. This
is the expression of a clear strategic choice aimed at strengthening the
unitary brand of Podemos on the web.

While the party page is still central to the dissemination of original
video content, it is followed by the main institutional representatives, who
are responsible for the production of a large proportion of the materials.
Almost 30% of the rest of the original content depends on the accounts
of Pablo Iglesias (14%), Irene Montero (8%) and Pablo Echenique (6%).
This distribution can be explained by the organisation of the work of
the social networks team, which privileges, in its audio-visual production,
those party representatives who have institutional roles and are considered
more influential because of their greater social media following. On the
other hand, for the other institutional exponents, who are mostly involved
in the work of parliamentary committees and are therefore less visible to
the public, video coverage is not necessarily guaranteed unless there is an
explicit request. According to one interviewee,
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Table 5.5 Number of
video-posts Facebook account Video-posts %

Podemos 270 41
Pablo Iglesias 91 14
Irene Montero 52 8
Pablo Echenique 37 6
Javier Sánchez Serna 33 5
Sofía Castañón 33 5
Gerardo Pisarello 22 3
Podemos Congreso 21 3
Noelia Vera 21 3
Yolanda Díaz Pérez 17 3
Rafa Mayoral 13 2
Ione Belarra Urteaga 11 2
Martina Velarde 10 2
Jaume Asens 8 1
Meri Pita 7 1
Isabel Franco Carmona 6 1
Marisa Saavedra Muñoz 6 1
Alberto Rodríguez 3 0
Roberto Uriarte 3 0
Txema Guijarro 3 0
Héctor Illueca Ballester 0 0
Rosa Medel Pérez 0 0
Antón Gómez-Reino 0 0
Gloria Elizo Serrano 0 0
Lucía Muñoz Dalda 0 0
Victoria Rosell 0 0
Podemos Congreso 0 0
Total 667 100

when a less ‘relevant’ MP asks for his/her session to be followed and
for a video to be made, the team does it... but, let’s say, s/he has to be
very persistent and the request should be justified, perhaps because it is an
important session. Usually, the same MP also asks for a slogan together
with the video. But this is an exception, usually there is video coverage
for parliamentarians only when they speak in the assembly (parliamentary
plenary).

The institutional as well as the organisational variable therefore
certainly play a role in determining the quantitative distribution of posts
and tweets. However, there are exceptions, consisting of MPs who
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compensate for lower institutional relevance with greater social activism.
Even in this case, however, the content they transmit concerns not so
much personal activity as party news through shared posts or retweets.

In conclusion, Podemos’ communication reflects the logic of action
and identity of a party with a movement profile: centralisation, cohe-
sion, centrality of the party’s ideology and image. Communication is not
a strategy pursued by the individual elected representative, but an affair of
the party-movement as a whole, in accordance with a relationship between
the elected representative and the party leader that is typical of parties of
integration, both in opposition and in government.

This relation is different from the one found in more stratarchical
organisations with diffuse and aggregative processes of action and
communication, where the typical relation is between voters, the repre-
sentatives and the party.

The Most Followed

At this point, we focus on the performance of the social media pages of
Podemos’ MPs and Ministers. A first important datum is certainly the
number of followers per account, analysed both statically and dynamically
across the period under consideration.

As already mentioned in the theoretical section, the genetic phase
of Podemos was distinguished both by grassroots mobilisation and the
media capital of its leader. This original imprinting seems to have
persisted. As can be seen in Fig. 5.5, the Twitter profile of Pablo Igle-
sias is the most popular. And even on Facebook, although the party’s
account has the highest number of followers, the profile of Pablo Iglesias
is the second most popular.

If we look at the ten party members with the most Twitter fans, we
see that those with the greater experience and power in the organisa-
tion, as well as those holding important institutional roles, are the most
followed. On both Twitter and Facebook there seems to be a linear rela-
tionship between institutional and political capital. The Podemos Congreso
page on Twitter is in twelfth position with 29,900 fans, while on Face-
book it is in ninth place with 18,000 fans. These data show that the page
of the parliamentary group does not play a central role in the party’s
communication.

The second important factor for measuring the performance of social
media communication is engagement (Table 5.6), which measures the
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Fig. 5.5 Number of followers on Facebook and Twitter

Table 5.6 Level of engagement and growth of followers

Name Growth
fans Facebook (%)

Page Engagement (%)

Yolanda Díaz Pérez 123.93 Yolanda Díaz Pérez 11.8
Victoria Rosell 11.41 Sofía Castañón 7.96
Alberto Rodríguez 4.88 Podemos 3.42
Sofía Castañón 4.67 Podemos Congreso 2.95
Ione Belarra Urteaga 3.87 Pablo Iglesias 2.47
Jaume Asens 3.48 Irene Montero 2.2
Irene Montero 2.95 Ione Belarra Urteaga 2.12
Noelia Vera 1.77 Jaume Asens 2.09
Txema Guijarro 0.96 Pablo Echenique 1.36
Pablo Iglesias 0.87 Isabel Franco Carmona 1.31
Podemos 0.81 Victoria Rosell 1.25
Pablo Echenique 0.02 Noelia Vera 1.18

level of interaction of the post or the profile through a specific formula.
On Facebook, the people with the highest engagement in the months
following the constitution of the government were Yolanda Díaz, Minister
of Labour, and Sofia Castañon, responsible for gender issues in the party,
followed by the party’s two pages (Podemos and Podemos Congreso) and
that of Pablo Iglesias. If we extend the analysis to all accounts for which
engagement data are available we see that of 12 accounts with a positive
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engagement rate there are 7 women, 3 men and 2 party accounts, with a
strong impact of the gender variable.

The data, when compared with the growth of followers in the selected
period, also show how important engagement is for the increase in visi-
bility since, with the exception of Alberto Rodríguez who increases the
number of fans without significant engagement, the two dimensions are
connected.

The ranking of the page performance index overlaps with that for
engagement (Figs. 5.6 and 5.7), confirming the centrality of the data for
the effectiveness of the page, with two notable exceptions. Among the top
ten in terms of the page performance index there is also Victoria Rosell,
the minister with responsibility for combatting gender based violence,
while in the first five positions there are four women and the Podemos
Congreso page.

The page performance index seems partially to compensate for the
value of the Podemos Congreso page but, above all, it strongly reinforces
the gender variable (see Fig. 5.7).

The greater popularity of women is also confirmed by the data
concerning Twitter (Fig. 5.8). Here again, the Minister Yolanda Díaz
leads the engagement ranking, followed by six women and four men,
with Pablo Iglesias remaining outside the top ten. The importance of the
gender variable becomes even more obvious when looking at the growth

Fig. 5.6 Levels of engagement on Facebook
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Fig. 5.7 Facebook page performance index

Fig. 5.8 Levels of engagement on Twitter

in followers (see Table 5.7). Yolanda Díaz is again in first place, followed
by eight women and only two men, with the absence of the party account,
the secretary and the leader of the group in the Chamber.

The picture shows us, therefore, that the institutional variable is signifi-
cant, albeit less so than in the Facebook context, associated with the influ-
ence of gender. Yolanda Díaz, in fact, has become more popular thanks
to her appointment as Minister of Labour, while the remaining female
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Table 5.7 Growth of
followers and levels of
engagement on Twitter

Name Growth
followers T

(%)

Name Engagement
T (%)

Yolanda Díaz 70.24 Yolanda Díaz 5.74
Aina Vidal 60.44 Javier

Sánchez Serna
5.15

Héctor
Illueca

39.05 Sofía
Castañón

4.42

Lucía Muñoz 25.08 Gloria Elizo 4.13
Ione Belarra 17.55 Ione Belarra 4.09
Mª Victoria
Rosell Aguilar

14.81 Héctor
Illueca

3.93

María
márquez

13.89 Meri Pita 3.88

Marisa
Saavedra

13.15 Mª Victoria
Rosell Aguilar

3.78

Irene
Montero

11.21 Gerardo
Pisarello

3.47

Noelia Vera 11.17 Pablo
Echenique

3.37

Antón
Gómez-Reino

10.58 Marisa
Saavedra

3.22

Sofía
Castañón

10.56 Antón
Gómez-Reino

2.92

Ismael Cortes 8.56 Irene
Montero

2.39

Mar García
Puig

8.53 Ismael Cortes 2.26

Meri Pita 8.37 Aina Vidal
Sáez

1.97

Roberto
Uriarte

7.68 Mar García
Puig

1.96

Laura López 7.24 Rosa Medel 1.95
Alberto
Rodríguez

7.00 Pedro
Honrubia

1.55

Javier
Sánchez Serna

5.93 Lucía Muñoz
Dalda

1.52

Txema
Guijarro

5.66 Pablo Iglesias 1.47

Gloria Elizo 5.44 Laura López 1.45
Antonia Jover 4.78 María

márquez
1.36

Rafa Mayoral 4.67 Jaume Asens 1.36

(continued)
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Table 5.7 (continued)
Name Growth

followers T
(%)

Name Engagement
T (%)

Pablo
Echenique

4.56 Isabel Franco 1.29

Martina
Velarde

3.60 Noelia Vera 1.21

Pedro
Honrubia

3.01 PODEMOS 0.93

Pablo Iglesias 2.52 Rafa Mayoral 0.66
Gerardo
Pisarello

2.39 Antonia Jover
Diaz

0.60

Isabel Franco 2.35 Roberto
Uriarte

0.52

Jaume Asens 1.74 Martina
Velarde

0.30

PODEMOS 1.47 Alberto
Rodríguez

0.17

Note: Data for the Podemos Congreso account were unavailable
for the period under consideration
Ma Victoria Rosell Aguilar is the Twitter account of Maria Victoria
Rosell Aguilar

MPs in the ranking of engagement and follower growth perform much
better than their male colleagues, despite occupying similar institutional
positions.

The Most Politicised Issues

In order to offer an explanation of the greater popularity of female repre-
sentatives who also hold institutional positions, we try to cross-reference
the data on engagement and the page performance index with the main
issues politicised via social networks in the period under consideration.

As far as Facebook and Twitter are concerned, the page of Yolanda
Díaz, Minister of Labour, is the one with the highest Performance Index,
and she is among the most popular in the government, according to the
polls. The second place goes to the MP, Sofia Castañon; the third to
Victoria Rosell, also an MP and spokesperson on gender violence for the
Ministry of Equal Opportunities, and the fourth to the MP, Ione Belarra.

The first post among the most influential by level of engagement
(based on Weighted Post-Interaction) is that of Sofia Castañon, who
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openly criticises the leader of the extreme right, Santiago Abascal,
for measures taken against gender equality in a regional government
supported by his party, Vox. The post was made at a time when the
activity of the government and Podemos was mainly focused on a
proposed new law designed to combat sexual violence against women,
to which the most recurrent hashtags in the Facebook communication
refer (#leylibertadsexual) (see Fig. 5.9).

The incidence of feminist issues in the party’s communication is shown
by the fact that in the top ten hashtags of the time span considered in the
analysis three (#leylibertadsexual, #8m, #caminandojuntas) are related to
the feminist symbolic universe, referring both to the 8 March demonstra-
tion and to the government’s measures on sexual freedom (see Fig. 5.9).
The theme is one of the main issues of the period, and the form of the
post, with its direct attack against a political competitor, provokes greater
conflict and a larger number of reactions thus increasing the Page Perfor-
mance Index score. One of the words that generates greater engagement

Fig. 5.9 Top hashtags and top words Facebook
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(see Fig. 5.9) is ‘Gobierno’ together with ‘Vox’: the themes of government
and ideological polarisation with the extreme right are therefore central.

Among the top ten Facebook posts provoking the most reactions we
find eight posts by women, four of them by Yolanda Díaz. Most of
them contain media content claiming achievements in the areas of labour
and sexual freedom. In third place among the most used words we find
‘gobierno’, ‘trabajo’ and ‘derechos ’.

Extending the analysis to Twitter we see that the trend is similar for the
hashtags, where feminist topics prevail (#leylibertadsexual, #libres, #8 m
and #caminandojuntas) accompanied by hashtags supporting government
measures (#leyeutanasia, #preciosjustos, #smi950) and more identity-
based ones such as #sisepuede (see Fig. 5.10).

The most used words are gobierno, trabajo, País, España and derechos,
indicating a prevalence of topics related to the party’s government activity
(Gobierno, País, España) and specific issues such as labour (see Fig. 5.10).

Fig. 5.10 Top hashtags and top words Twitter
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The hashtag #leylibertadsexual is the one with the highest level of engage-
ment, confirming once again that the most ideological issues increase the
levels of reaction.

With regard to the top posts on Twitter, the picture seems more
complex, also because the large number of tweets makes the figure for the
top posts less indicative. Among the top ten posts by tweets and retweets,
seven are by Pablo Iglesias, some of them ironic and self-parodying in
tone, while the majority concern the vindication of government action
and polemical messages aimed at the right-wing parties. Iglesias’ tweets
are the most popular but less engaging, as none of his tweets is in the top
ten for engagement.

The Tweet with the most engagement is a post by Ismael Cortés, a
deputy with few followers (1864) and who, like Rosa Medel (302) and
Pedro Honrubia (3388), is in the top ten together with deputies with
many more followers. The absence of Iglesias from the top 20 in terms of
engagement should not be surprising because many of these Tweets are
comments on speeches by Iglesias himself, while the most frequent topics
confirm previous trends and concern justifications of government action
and the issues of labour and gender equality.

The analysis offers further explanations of the engagement data
concerning specific profiles. The prevalence of feminist issues, thus linked
both to the party’s institutional activity and identity values, partly explains
the better performance of female institutional representatives. Moreover,
ideologically polarising issues favour conflictual interactions that increase
performance. A rhetorical posture based on direct confrontation with
an adversary increases the level of engagement while the communicative
consequences of government participation also emerge.

A first consequence concerns the increased notoriety of several figures
who obtain greater visibility on the web thanks to their entry into the
executive and to public debate related to governmental initiatives actually
taken or under discussion. The new Minister, Yolanda Díaz, is the best
performing representative and seems to benefit simultaneously from both
the communicative context, marked by the adoption of important policies
by her Ministry, and the role of outsider—both feeding the curiosity of
new followers.

In addition, the centrality of the feminist debate seems to have
favoured the performance of female members of Parliament, partly miti-
gating the effect of other variables. A second consequence becomes the
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centrality of government activity in the rhetoric, which appears in the
continuous promotion of the government’s activity.

This further analytical passage, therefore, seems to reinforce a tendency
that will emerge with greater clarity from the subsequent qualitative
analysis and that consists in the relevance of the institutional and the
organisational variables. The two variables, institutional and organisa-
tional, seem to be articulated in a complementary manner through the
emphasis on government action as an expression of the values and
promises contained in the ideological baggage underlined by the constant
reassertion of the #sisepuede. This brings us back to the aforementioned
dualism between communication (and representation) led by the party
and communication (and representation) led by the elected.

The Qualitative Analysis

The number of Podemos MPs and Ministers who have a Facebook
account and who published posts in the period from 7 February to 7
March is fifteen. In addition to the MPs belonging to the national organ-
isation, the sample also includes those representatives elected through
local formations, three ministers and a secretary of state. The 370 posts,
collected through the Facepager application (Jünger & Keyling, 2019),
were manually classified according to the two criteria already identified
for the Movimento Cinque Stelle (Five-star Movement, M5s) analysis (see
the chapter by De Rosa): the subject of the posts and their rationale.

More specifically, on the basis of the theoretical framework developed
in the first part of the volume, the content of the posts was classified
according to the categories in Table 5.8. The second classification crite-
rion is the rationale for the post (Table 5.9), i.e. the goal of the post.
In this case too, following the theoretical framework designed for the
volume, we identified the following categories:

Podemos: Party of Government

and of Social Transformation

Looking at Fig. 5.11, we can see that the posts published by Podemos’
MPs and Ministers are mainly about government activities and the values
of the party. They are followed by posts about the constituency, the party
and its representatives, parliamentary activity, and finally media debate and
competition with other parties.
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Table 5.8 Classification by object

Government activities Government and ministerial activities
Parliamentary activities MPs’ actions and legislative activities
Podemos Party organisation and leader’s political activities
Values statements Statements of principles, references to distinctive values
Party competition Criticism of opposition parties
Media debate News, reports, criticism, counter information activity
Endorsement Explicit endorsement of a member of the government and

his/her political action
Territory Local issues, constituency and territory representation
Other Not classifiable

Table 5.9 Classification by rationale

Oversight Surveillance, denunciation and supervision
of public and private actions

Judgement Evaluation and judgements concerning
political action, responsibility identification
for public issue

Accountability Claims to be working in the public
interest, in respect of party’s values, sense
of responsibility, and interpretation of
mandate

Responsiveness Responsiveness statement to a specific issue
Constituency services advocacy Intercession of a parliamentarian with local

or central authorities in search of solutions
or interventions, defence of the interests of
constituents

Engagement Invitations to read or watch a video, to
participate, to continue reading a post on
a reported site

Outreach Initiatives Events organisation to meet citizens,
represented, party activists

Support political cause/collective actor Statements in support of a specific political
cause or external and society collective
actors

Other Not classifiable

As can be seen from Fig. 5.12, the goal of the published posts is mainly
that of engagement in favour of both individual members and the whole
party, its institutional and more generally public activity. This is followed
by posts aimed at demonstrating the responsiveness and accountability
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Fig. 5.11 Podemos representatives’ posts by object

of governmental and legislative action, associated with publicising activi-
ties outside institutional channels and raising awareness of various social
issues. Oversight and judgement of the actions of public and private
actors is counterbalanced by support for the claims of social actors for
the recognition of social and civil rights. Less numerous, however, are
posts concerning the direct link between individual representatives and
their respective constituencies.

The analysis of the content of social communication by Podemos’
representatives reveals a strategy of self-promotion of the party, its values
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Fig. 5.12 Podemos representatives’ posts by rationale

and its activity within the institutions, also aimed at distinguishing it from
opposition parties on the right of the political spectrum.

Consistent with what has already been partly highlighted in the
previous paragraphs, three themes are recurrent and common to all
the members during this period: (1) approval of the law on sexual
freedom (Ley de Libertad Sexual) promoted by the Minister Montero;
(2) approval of the law on euthanasia promoted by the PSOE and previ-
ously by Unidas Podemos itself; (3) regulation of the prices of agricultural
products with respect to the production and distribution chain as well as
various measures protecting the rights of agricultural workers, introduced
by the Minister of Agriculture, Luis Plana, and the Minister of Labour,
Yolanda Díaz.

Stressing the avant-garde nature of the measures introduced, Podemos’
MPs and Ministers affirm the progressive and socialist values underpin-
ning the party. On the one hand, the issue of gender equality is an
expression of Podemos’ ability to respond to the demands of its electoral
base, as well as a response to a number of cases that have become central
to the media debate concerning dramatic episodes of sexual violence
against women or the spread of a male-dominated culture.
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The same can be said for the Euthanasia Law, which was widely
supported by Unidas Podemos MPs and constituted one of the funda-
mental topics of the programmatic agreement on which the coalition
between Podemos and the PSOE was based (PSOE & Unidas Podemos,
2019: 30). In this case, the party answers to demands from broad sectors
of society and emphasises the differences with right-wing parties—such as
Vox and the PP—that oppose this policy.

On the other hand, the issue of protecting the rights of agricultural
workers responds to the need for Podemos to speak also to those sectors
that have traditionally not been heavily represented among its voters. It
should be remembered that one of the issues that has always been at the
heart of the party’s internal debate has been the so-called factor rural,
i.e. the difficulty of winning support in rural areas of Spain in addi-
tion to the cities and metropolitan areas. The purpose of many posts is
therefore to publicise the actions of MPs and Ministers by referring to
interviews or live television broadcasts in institutional arenas, according
to the transmedia logic of communication highlighted in the quantitative
analysis. The form of communication seems to be coincident with what
has been identified in the methodological chapter as impression manage-
ment (Jackson & Lilleker, 2011). The two main categories appear to be
those of exemplification, through the assertion of moral values, and intim-
idation, through messages criticising political opponents. In both cases,
nonetheless, the communication is linked to the promotion of the party,
to the extent that the exemplification of the MPs’ action is connected to
the ethical mission of the party, and the intimidation is directed towards
the party adversaries, the other pole of the populist strategy.

It is clear that through this type of communication the party exer-
cises an output function and more specifically of ‘influence on public
policy’. Podemos stresses its capacity for problem-solving, emphasising
the conversion of programmatic commitments, for which it has sought
the consent of its electorate, into authoritative decisions capable of
modifying the order of priorities in society.

Alongside the promotion of its government activity, alongside state-
ments aimed at demonstrating its capacity for accountability to the
electorate and its desire to make Spanish society more egalitarian, there
are also numerous statements criticising the positions taken by some
parties such as Vox and the PP, as well as criticism of policies introduced
by previous right-wing governments.



152 F. CAMPOLONGO ET AL.

At the same time, especially in the communication of some parliamen-
tarians, there is a defence of the party itself from criticism by certain
sectors of the media. From this kind of post we can see the nature
of Podemos as an instrument of integration, but also of conflict. The
construction of the party’s identity, carried out through a series of posts
in which its values and organisational peculiarities are emphasised, is
reinforced through a comparison with political opponents.

Communication is not only limited to institutional activities, but is also
partly aimed at consolidating so-called ‘environmental linkages’ (Schwartz
2005) within society. Podemos’ representatives frequently express their
support for the demands of societal actors and movements for the recog-
nition of labour or civil rights, and there are numerous posts related
to raising awareness of social and environmental issues. In this case, a
function of ‘integration and mobilisation’ emerges, which, for a party
like Podemos, though currently a governing force, is still necessary in
order to confirm its status as a radical alternative to the traditional
parties. In the communication of Podemos’ members, therefore, there
are all the categories of party support discussed in the methodolog-
ical chapter: ideological claims, legislative proposals reflecting the party
agenda, endorsement and voting on legislative proposals. The latter cate-
gory, which is certainly one of the most widespread among the attitudes
of support for the organisation, nevertheless reveals a peculiarity. The
populist communicative style in fact favours portraying the party and its
behaviour in government as rebellious, as inspired by universal rather than
partisan principles. In this way, it helps to mark the difference of Podemos
compared with other parties, and conveys an image of individual MPs as
trustees, so emphasising their party reliability and loyalty.

Finally, as mentioned above, some of the posts also concern the
constituencies. In this case, however, their large number is also due to the
fact that the period saw the organisation of elections in the Autonomous
Communities of Galicia and the Basque Country. In particular, many
posts express support for the candidate in the Galician Community at the
head of a coalition formed by Podemos and a number of local groups.
The objective, beyond campaigning for the party’s candidate according
to a logic of structuring, was to promote a renewal with respect to the
regional political class which had traditionally been in the hands of a PP
majority.

The number of posts related to MPs’ connections with their
constituencies is smaller. Some MPs mention the specificities of their areas
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of origin, but communication generally has a broader focus and concerns
the political vision of the party and the country overall, with particular
reference to the weakest groups both in terms of gender and social status.
Even the numerous posts classified in the engagement category, as partly
highlighted in the quantitative analysis, only partly concern the activities
of individual MPs, and many are used to draw attention to interviews
with other party members, to government activity or collective initia-
tives, or to social issues relevant to the party’s identity. This is partly due
to the characteristics of the organisation of communication identified in
the quantitative analysis, and it corroborates the attempt of Podemos to
enhance a unified image of the organisation capable of speaking in unison,
at least on the most relevant issues.

Conclusions

The analysis of the constituency communication of the MPs and the prin-
cipal institutional representatives of Podemos reflects the transformation
of the party that has taken place over the years both with respect to its
organisational profile and its internal power distribution, and with respect
to the change in its position on the competitive dimension.

The communication of the party members is rather uniform and shows
that the individual initiative of each representative is less significant than
the collective organisation by the social network team. This can be seen
from the majority of posts and tweets concerning the party’s values and
activities in the institutional arenas. The number of posts related to the
self-promotion of individual MPs, constituency service and advocacy func-
tions is much lower. Among the most utilised social pages are those
of the party and the leader, reflecting the tendency to centralise the
organisation of communication, thus making each individual member a
communication node in a network that moves in a coordinated manner.

This collective, albeit individualised, communication extends from the
centre of the network outwards. In short, if political representation, even
in its symbolic and communicative expression, is primarily a matter of
trust (Burke’s principle), in the case of Podemos representation is chan-
nelled by the collective image of the party leader rather than by the images
of individual elected representatives or delegates.

We have seen, in fact, that next to the party and the leader, the other
most popular members on social networks are precisely those who are
visible in the media because they hold institutional positions. The latter
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not only enjoy the organisational support of the party in the construction
of communication but are also the most popular. This last aspect is in fact
also due to the influence of the institutional variable: Podemos changes
from a protest party opposed to the caste to a responsible and accountable
governing party.

The analysis of Podemos’ social communication provides significant
clues about the forces driving the transformation of post-modern party
organisations. The passage of time and the change of status from opposi-
tion to governing party have been two formidable forces capable, even
in the absence of significant social or exogenous changes, of turning
what was a ‘party of principle’ into a ‘party of interests’ (Friedrich, 1941;
Weber, 1922) or, in the language of Vilfredo Pareto, of converting what
was a party characterised by a ‘persistence of aggregates’ into a structure
prey to the ‘instinct of combinations’.

Our data, however, tell us more: party change produces a process of
hybridisation, an organisational and strategic reshuffling of aspects of both
types. Thus, our analysis, although limited to the profiles of communica-
tion, shows how in Podemos time and institutional role have meant that
the new ideological, strategic and organisational traits of the ‘party of
government’ have been amalgamated with those deriving from its orig-
inal nature as an ‘alternative party’, an ideologically radical force. This fact
is well illustrated by the communication concerning Podemos’ ideolog-
ical opposition to the radical right-wing party, Vox, the support offered
to social groups and movements and the centrality of specific identity or
values issues.
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CHAPTER 6

Platform Politics: Comparing the Five-Star
Movement and Podemos

Rosanna De Rosa

For Spain, the emergence and growth of Podemos has been a real
political earthquake, an electoral and cultural phenomenon like few
others. Expressions such as ‘intellectual vanguard’ and ‘neo-Leninist
party’ (Torreblanca, 2015), ‘party-movement’ (Della Porta et al., 2017),
‘party-television’ (Domínguez & Gimenéz, 2014), ‘techno-populist
movement’ (Bickerton & Invernizzi-Accetti, 2018), have been used
to describe it. Its rhetoric, mainly focused on the supposed opposition
between a pure people and a corrupt élite—between the common people
and the privileged; between the producers and the parasites; between
the social majority and the élite; between virtue and corruption; between
democracy and oligarchy (Caruso, 2017)—has given Podemos a place of
honour among the movements inspired by left-wing populism (Taguieff,
1997; Tarrow, 2011). However, none of these movements resembles
Podemos in all respects. Rather, the characteristics of Podemos resemble
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those of protest movements based in local communities and inspired by
fundamentalist ideas (Gerbaudo & Screti, 2017; Tarrow, 1996). In short,
Podemos is a hybrid movement, one with a light and fluid organization
that enables it to use social networks as vehicles for protest within an
open opportunity structure.

On the Italian side, the Movimento Cinque Stelle (Five-star Move-
ment, M5s) seems in many ways to resemble Podemos, both in terms of
the issues it espouses and in terms of its repertoires of political action,
besides nurturing a keen interest in all forms of direct democracy. For
sure, it is an unconventional party, one that initially aimed to open up
Parliament ‘like a tine of tuna’ (2013). However, since taking public
office, it has undergone a process of normalization while keeping its
supporters under the impression that it is still a protest movement
(Bordignon & Ceccarini, 2014; Tronconi, 2018). Bordignon and Cecca-
rini (2015a) have defined it as a ‘catch-all anti-party party’, a ‘hybrid
party’ ‘which proposes an unusual hybridization between old and new
party models (2015b: 455) as well as between the old and new media.
Somehow ‘eclectic’ in nature (Mosca & Tronconi, 2019), the M5s draws
support spanning traditional cleavages thanks to the combination of an
anti-establishment rhetoric and innovative procedures and repertoires
(De Rosa, 2014). In this respect, it can be considered as reflecting a form
of ‘cybercratic centralism’ (De Rosa, 2013) or technocratic populism
(Caramani, 2017).

In this chapter, we shall try to compare the two parties—not in terms
of their policies but in terms of the policymaking activities they carry on
through their respective platforms.

Unresolved Organizations: The

Nature of Podemos and the M5s

Political movements have often been transformed into actors with a stable
presence in representative institutions supported by significant electoral
followings. In such cases they have become political parties, usually having
undergone a swift process of normalization. ‘New parties in Greece and
Spain, but also in Italy, developed as inheritors of collective resources
that have grown during the most recent wave of protest, but which have
also been frustrated by the lack of success of intense and long mobilizing
processes in the past’ (Della Porta et al., 2017: 183). In fact, the nature
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of their organizations reflected specific structural and relational character-
istics as well as values that made them vehicles for the expression of the
social demands of groups acting on a national or international level, with
the result that the ‘parties began looking more like new social movements’
(Davis, 2019: 5).

For new parties, interaction with contemporary globalized society has
been an indispensable condition of their success, especially because their
emergence and growth has been facilitated by the pervasive presence of
the new communications technologies. In the variety of their forms and
aspirations, the new parties relate to society and politics in novel ways,
through innovative forms of political action.

The first element of novelty concerns precisely their nature, which,
despite institutionalization, continues to reflect their ‘deep ties with social
groups and their roots in these groups, as well as a certain intentional
extraneousness from the political practices of the parties’ (Bobbio et al.,
2016: 592–593). Thus, the tension between their ideological conceptions
of themselves, their attachment to ideological purity and the rejection of
compromise, and the constraints on the scope for political action, remains
substantially unresolved.

The second element of novelty—which is a consequence of the first—
is their resistance to forces of normalization acting to incorporate radical
political entities within systems of predictable interaction. The litmus test
of the stability of the movements is, in fact, their success in performing the
difficult balancing act involved in representing the social groups whose
demands they express, and successfully influencing policymaking processes
without accepting the attendant political imperatives—which they had
opposed during the period of their ascendance (Bobbio et al., 2016).

Once inside the institutions, the genesis of the movements—their iden-
tity and function (Melucci, 1982; Tarrow, 1996)—becomes an even more
decisive aspect because it informs their political strategies, influencing
their subsequent direction. The identity of the type of movement that
we shall later refer to as a ‘party-movement’ constitutes not only the
cement that binds it to potential electorates, but the very nature of its
offer of representation: the promise of radical change. Entry into institu-
tions enables it to access financial and media resources allowing it to take
political conflict to a much higher level.

By focusing on specific issues (Della Porta & Diani, 1997, 2006), the
new parties act as catch-all formations, mobilizing the different social
groups to which they offer representation, and thus presenting themselves
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as non-homogeneous, post-ideological entities. Communication plays a
central role in maintaining consistency between the party’s (collective)
identity and (conflictual) action as an expression of protest against the so-
called ‘system’ and the globalization of the powerful. Its logic of action is
that of intransigent minorities , which, by generating conflict, oblige insti-
tutions to adopt new procedures and to tolerate previously unthinkable
forms of direct participation in decision-making processes mediated by
digital platforms, designed specifically for direct participation and internal
democracy. But how is the digital platform grafted onto the body of the
new party-movement? How is it used? How effective is it in maintaining
the party-movement’s collective identity and building informal networks?
Above all, does it serve to support protest? (Della Porta & Diani, 2006).
In this chapter, we shall explore two main hypotheses. The first is that
platforms are used as functional equivalents of both party organizations
and internal party democracy. The second is that, in spite of the rhetoric
concerning direct democracy, the participatory potential of Rousseau and
Participa Podemos is far from being correctly channelled and used.

Research on Podemos and the M5s demonstrates how complex and
fragile the political terrain on which the new parties move is (Campo-
longo & Caruso, 2021; Fittipaldi, 2021). In the following paragraphs,
we shall seek to contribute to the topic of platform politics, the analytic
category which, although still lacking an agreed definition, lends itself
to interesting reflections on the technological transformation of politics.
We shall analyse the democratic potential of the Podemos and M5s plat-
forms by considering their design and the actual use made of them. The
chapter will end with the explicit expression of many doubts and few firm
conclusions.

Platforms Parties

Mass communications technologies have long fed the human mind with
brain frames with which to understand the world, helping people to inter-
pret reality (De Kerckhove, 1993). Digital technologies and so-called
mass self-communication (Castells, 2009) have instead laid the founda-
tions for their externalization and, above all, for their collectivization
by facilitating the re-emergence of that ‘social’ dimension of politics
that party bureaucracies and the nationalization of politics had ended up
suppressing.
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Over thirty years ago, Sartori wrote that for the Greeks, political life
was a part of social life. And social life was something different and
distinct from society. With the spread of social media, the social is again
political (De Rosa, 2014; Grossi, 2020). Consequently, political parties
have found themselves sharing politics with a wide range of new social
actors, losing monopolistic control of the public sphere in favour of new
actors who claim ‘growing spaces of self-determination and carefully select
the levels of delegation’ (Revelli, 2013: 320). The parties, in Revelli’s
words, can only act as ‘secondary witnesses’ to the actors and arenas in
which different forms of social life are practised and experienced, or try
to harness them in new forms of techno-politics, using digital platforms.
This is precisely the opportunity taken up by the new party-movements
and which goes by the name, ‘platform politics’ (Renzi, 2011).

Platform politics is, therefore, a form of techno-politics—based on
social networking—capable not only of forming alternative public spheres
but of changing the nature of social organizations (Rodotà, 2004). As an
analytical tool, the concept embodies a new ontology of ‘the political’—
expressed through multiple interactions in homogeneous socio-technical
environments (platforms)—and of ‘politics’—which as social power seeks
and finds its own subjectivation in technology. As a new political category,
the concept of ‘platform politics’ arises from the centrality that digital
platforms have assumed in public debate since their inception (O’Reilly,
2011).

Platforms have at least two characteristics in common: processes of
relating mediated by a computational infrastructure, and the regulatory
power that governs their use. In platform politics, this normative power
translates into a set of affordances, with democratic and participatory
functions.

Platform politics entails the use of protocols, algorithms and software
technologies whose control is in the hands of platform organizations
that offer their services on a non-exclusive basis.1 For this reason, the
development of political platforms has traits similar to the development
of commercial platforms (Gerbaudo, 2019).2 Platform organizations
manage their presence on the Internet by acting as intermediaries, market

1 International Idea has created a portal on the main platforms/tools used in politics
http://digitalparties.org/tools/.

2 A platform is essentially ‘a reconfigurable base of compatible components on which
companies and users build applications’ (Bresnahan & Greenstein, 2014).

http://digitalparties.org/tools/
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makers or gatekeepers, structuring their activities through user profiling,
the relevance of information, user-generated content and economies of
scale (Bucker, 2018; Mansel, 2015; Van Dijck et al., 2018).

Parties and movements can therefore make use of platform organi-
zations already existing and operating on the Internet, or else they can
establish themselves as platform organizations by choosing, designing,
building and configuring exclusive software systems for political purposes
under their total control. In such cases, it is possible to speak of ‘platform
parties’ (or ‘platform party-movements’).

The platform party can be considered a conceptual extension of the
‘digital party’, an organization in which traditional resources of money,
personnel and membership become less important than technical know-
how (Norris, 2001), thus allowing minor parties to challenge—by being
better equipped—the most powerful party organizations. However, the
definition also includes the idea of the ‘cyber party’ (Margetts, 2001)
and the ‘network party’ (Heidar & Saglie, 2003), due to the growing
centrality of the web in transforming the functions and structures of
traditional parties. Since the birth of the Pirate Party, the conceptual para-
phernalia has been enriched by the ‘internet party’, an organized form of
politics which, unlike the previous ones, is born on the Net and from
the Net and comes together around issues of freedom, access and digital
citizenship, sometimes embracing more radical demands for change.

Platform politics is, therefore, the point of arrival rather than the point
of departure of a process of evolution of the modes and venues of political
action, to which social media have contributed the extraordinary possi-
bility of intercepting wide varieties of social action that had been in search
of political expression. Lioy et al. (2019: 45) use the term ‘platform
politics’ to refer to

the introduction of digital intermediaries (e.g. software applications,
websites, social networking services) into the structure of political parties,
to facilitate internal communication, engage in political decision-making,
organize political action, and transform the overall experience of participa-
tion in political parties.

Lioy et al. (2019) also analyse ‘platform politics’ in its different
contexts. In structured parties, platforms are introduced to meet new
organizational needs, optimize internal communication and decentralize
some functions; in those not (yet) institutionalized or in the process of
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being institutionalized, such as movements, platforms serve to channel
their appeals—this by structuring, on a technological basis, the organiza-
tion, the programme and the electorate of reference. In such cases, the
platform responds to a need for the centralization of functions and lead-
ership for the efficient management of financial, human and technological
resources. For the former, the technological component is an accessory,
for the latter, it is a constitutive element, even helping to characterize
them ideologically (De Rosa, 2019; Deseriis, 2017a; Gerbaudo, 2019).

In such cases, the platform is viewed as a space for digital political
intermediation with specific democratic affordances, a reconfigurable and
open space where the socio-technical design and organization are shared,
as happened with the Pirate Party and Liquid Feedback. The principle of
‘technological sovereignty’ is in fact, rooted not only in the movement’s
location among the technological avant-garde, but in democratic control
of the platform and, by extension, of the movement itself. Considering the
‘digital’ genesis of some parties/movements, it is clear that governance
of the platform also tends to coincide with governance of the move-
ment itself and that members of the platform are considered tout court
members of the movement itself, as in the case of Podemos and the M5s.
That is, platforms become ‘functional equivalents’ of party organizations
(De Blasio & Viviani, 2020; Deseriis, 2020; Raniolo & Tarditi, 2019),
tools for coordination, process management and strategic positioning,
decisively contributing to their identity. For all the others, platforms will
continue to constitute adaptive and peripheral innovations—aimed, more
than anything else, at improving internal organizational processes—or
used as symbolic devices to attract new recruits. In such cases, plat-
forms do not have a substitute function but are used for the selection
of members of the political class (appointments, positions, candidacies),
to guide the choices of the party (in terms of alliances, programmes and
policies) or to guarantee internal democracy.

In summary, as an analytical tool, platform politics can be concep-
tualized as a new ontology of both the political—which is expressed
in wide-ranging forms of collective action in relational socio-technical
environments—and politics—which as a form of social power seeks and
finds a new subjectivation in technology. Social media share the ‘plat-
form’ dimension of platform politics when they perform a constitutive and
systemic function; when they are used on an algorithmic basis; and when
they are acted upon by a protocol i.e. a set of standardized and politically



164 R. DE ROSA

Exclusive

High tech-sovereignity

Non-exclusive

Low tech-sovereignity

PLATFORM Party PARTY PLATFORM

PLATFORM ORGANIZATIONS
PLATFORM POLITICS AS SERVICE

(i.e NationBuilder)

PLATFORM LEADER
SOCIAL MEDIA AS PLATFORM POLITICS

Momentum

Lega di Salvini

M5s- Rousseau

Podemos-Participa Podemos
Action Populaire

La Republique en March Trump

Bolsonaro

Func onal equivalent of Party on the Ground. 
Pla orm used to organize collec ve ac on and 
decision making processes

Adap ve ac on of the party in Central Office. 
Pla orms used to support membership
recruitment and promote party ini a ves

Leader’s popular accessibility as direct
representa on claim

Professional management of community 
and campaign ac vi es

Fig. 6.1 Types of platforms for political use

defined actions. Moreover, social media are the perfect platforms to meet
leaders’ expectation thus becoming ‘platform leaders’ (Nunziata, 2021).

However, platform politics is still in its infancy. There are platforms
lent to politics and its various organizational manifestations, which repre-
sent real commercial initiatives, and platforms developed ad hoc for
a specific party or movement.3 Thus, control over technology can be
greater or lesser, that is, completely internal to the organization, or dele-
gated to an external organization operating for commercial purposes.
The intersection of the two variables—control (or tech-sovereignty) and
exclusivity—produces four types of platform, as in Fig. 6.1.

3 Lioy et al. (2019) rightly distinguish between closed, hybrid, and open platforms,
conceptually linking these feature to the organizational structure of the party (hierarchical,
stratarchical, and federal) so that the open platform corresponds to a party-movement
organized in a federal way. However, empirical analysis of the cases carried out by the
authors produces more equivocal results.
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In the following paragraphs, we will analyse the specific cases of
Podemos and the M5s and, in particular, the direct participation prac-
tices mediated by their platforms, Participa Podemos and Rousseau. Even
though both parties use meta-networking systems for organizational
purposes (e.g. Plaza Podemos, Blog of the stars, MeetUp etc.), the afore-
mentioned platforms play a central role, functioning as substitutes for
the traditional forms of party organization and as systems for regulating
participation in internal decision-making processes. For this reason, it
makes sense to focus on them, while bearing in mind that the parties’
overall systems of organization are much more complex and fragmented.

Podemos: The Uncompromising Minority

Podemos has been referred to as an ‘intellectual Avant-garde party’,
a ‘neo-Leninist’ party (Torreblanca, 2015), a ‘party-movement’ (Della
Porta et al., 2017), a ‘party-television’ (Domínguez & Gimenéz, 2014) a
‘techno-populist’ party (Bickerton & Invernizzi-Accetti, 2018), a ‘left-
populist movement’ (Tarrow, 2011). Despite all these different labels,
Podemos is evidently a hybrid movement, radical but democratic, one
which integrates at least three cultural and political outlooks: those of
Spain’s extreme left parties, the anti-elite movements, and a group of
enterprising avant-garde intellectuals, also with affiliations with the left
(Caruso, 2017).

Podemos was formally established on 17 January 2014, on the eve
of the European elections when a small party of Spain’s extreme left,
‘Izquierda Anticapitalista’ (IA) launched the political manifesto, Mover
Ficha (literally, ‘give a move’). This contained ten programmatic points
among which pride of place was given to popular sovereignty—under-
stood as direct, grassroots participation—and solidarity—understood as a
principle to be applied in both the economic and institutional fields.

The manifesto became a means of bringing together the protest move-
ments that were already present in Spanish society and that had emerged
and grown as a result of the fallout from the economic crisis of 2008:
from the student movements to the Indignados of 15-M, the vast armies
of the unemployed and the mileuristas, the underpaid workers. To weld
together the elements of this composite network became the ambition of
a group of radical intellectuals of the faculty of political science of the
Complutense University of Madrid, who believed that class struggle no
longer had historical significance and had to be replaced with that of all
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citizens against an elite, judged as corrupt and incapable. This struggle
would bring together, under a single banner, the political demands of the
Ciudadanos, the mileuristas and a middle class that had been weakened
by the crisis.

Podemos, therefore, began life as a hybrid entity, embodying a mixture
of ideological and technological innovations whose point of departure
was web adaptation of the talk show, ‘La Tuerka’, featuring the move-
ment’s leader, Pablo Iglesias. Considered by Iglesias himself (2015) to be
a ‘proto-party’, the talk show became the media instrument necessary to
build support for the nascent movement and to launch Iglesias’ leader-
ship. Its spread on social media led the broadcast to be featured in the
national programme listings of the newspaper, Publico.

By using a variety of media, Podemos has sought to pursue a strategy
of convincing citizens of its political ideas, influencing the political agenda
and taking over the political institutions, thus being, at one and the
same time, both a ‘majority and a lacerating force’ (Alonso-Muñoz &
Casero-Ripollés, 2018). Organizationally, Podemos has a federal struc-
ture because of the different expressions of the movement in Spain’s
autonomous communities.

Its internal organization broadly reflects that of the traditional parties,4

but it has been adapted to the requirements of democracy from the
bottom-up, and to the need to represent the local authorities, with
Iglesias acting as an element of synthesis in the provision of political lead-
ership. In the 2014 European elections, Podemos won 8% of the vote
and five seats, and continued to grow in the 2015 Andalusian regional
elections. On 31 January 2015, about 150,000 people took part in the
‘March for a Change’, a demonstration organized by Podemos in Madrid.
In the 2015 elections, with more than five million votes, it gained 69 seats
becoming the third-largest political force in Spain after the People’s Party
(PP) and the Socialist Party (PSOE), breaking the monopoly of the two
parties that for forty years had ruled Spain (Caruso, 2017).

4 The general secretariat represents Podemos politically and institutionally, and it is
directly elected by the Podemos Citizens’ Assembly. Its powers include chairing the
Citizens’ Council and the Coordinating Council and convening Podemos’ Cizitens’
Assembly. Secretaries of the autonomous communities organize the movement’s regional
branches, and the citizens’ council—the political body of the movement, which is orga-
nized according to a thematic structure and represents the party’s circles. Liaison between
the latter and the citizen assemblies is carried out by the Citizens’ Council, Podemos’
political management body.
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However, party fragmentation made it impossible to form a govern-
ment until fresh elections were held in 2016, when Podemos—in a
coalition called ‘Unidas Podemos’—won 71 seats and a share of the
vote (21.2%) not far short of the proportion won by the PSOE (22.6%).
Mariano Rajoy’s (PP) government fell after its failure to secure parlia-
mentary approval of its budget,5 and the PSOE formed a minority
government.

Fresh elections held on 28 April 2019 failed to put an end to the
instability that had by then characterized Spanish politics for a number
of years. PSOE won 123 seats and needed Podemos’s 41 seats to be able
to form a stable coalition. At this point, a fairly long and arduous process
of negotiation began, one that led Podemos to claim a number of key
ministries essential for the pursuit of its political agenda: the ministries of
employment, health, research and universities.

According to Carmen Calvo, head of the bureau tasked with nego-
tiating with Podemos, discussions between the two parties were based
entirely on Podemos’ assumption that it would be possible to affect the
programme of PSOE led by Pedro Sanchez, almost to the extent of
creating a parallel government. The 2019 elections marked an impor-
tant turning point: instead of running independently, for the first time,
Podemos ran in coalition with ‘Izquierda Unida’ and ‘Equo’ seeking
thereby to make the passage from protest party to fully competitive party
(Franzé, 2018). Towards PSOE, Podemos’ stance was that of an intran-
sigent minority, reflecting the influence of those most firmly attached to
the ideals of spontaneous protest.

The result was that fresh elections were held on 10 November. These
resulted in even greater party fragmentation, with Podemos’ vote share
declining by 1.5 percentage points, its seat share by seven, while PSOE’s
vote and seat share declined by 0.7 percentage points and three respec-
tively, to the advantage of Vox’s neo-Francoists. With substantially lower
expectations and the ultra-right advancing, a coalition of the main parties
of the Spanish left appeared to be inescapable.6

5 Thanks to the mechanism of constructive confidence, passage of the no-confidence
motion automatically put Sanchez in a position to form a government.

6 Podemos won 12.8% of the vote and PSOE remained steady at 28%, while Vox
increased its share from 10 to 15%. At the time of writing, the government had not
yet been formed thanks to the complexity of negotiations with the regional autonomy
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Participa Podemos

At a time of enormous difficulty and impoverishment for the vast majority
of people, Podemos was born to transform outrage into political change
and to build democracy through citizen participation and popular unity.

This is what we can still read today on Podemos’ Reddit channel, the
social media platform used to channel the participation of citizens and
allow them to express themselves by voting.

Podemos’ communication, not unlike that of the M5s, takes place
through an integrated constellation of web tools that, over time, have
been refined and made increasingly responsive both to the need to
promote the ideas of the movement and to the need to involve citizens
in decision-making processes. For Podemos and the M5s, direct partic-
ipation is, paradoxically, the key to their political appeal, so it should
come as no surprise that much of the movement’s energies are devoted
to identifying, experimenting with and refining the tools needed to make
it effective (Gerbaudo, 2019).

In fact, Podemos’ 2018 budget (the latest available), reveals how
important financial investment is in technical, organizational and commu-
nication support activities. More than 100 staff are employed by the
national organization, in addition to the staff working for the party at
the regional level, for a total expenditure of more than e8 million (63.8%
of total expenditures).

Together with the discussion forums, the well-known Reddit plat-
form also made it possible for Podemos to experiment with the idea
of giving greater consideration to the most popular as compared to the
less popular comments (Fenoll & Sànchez Castillo, 2016) and making it
possible to intervene in minimally structured debates through the orga-
nization of online referenda. The Reddit account of Podemos (Plaza
Podemos) has just over 16,000 subscribers, but participants have long
been channelled to the movement’s official website, with the develop-
ment of a section dedicated to participation, one less exposed to criticism
and manipulation.7

parties, especially Esquerra Republicana de Catalunya (ERC) whose abstention in the vote
of confidence in Sanchez would allow him to take office at the head of a new government.

7 To be more precise, the ‘Podemos TIC circle’ produced a SWOT analysis of Reddit
emphasising that the disadvantages of the platform considerably outweighed its advantages
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Entrusted to the ICT circle as early as 2015, the development of Plaza
Podemos 2.0 was inspired by the idea of creating separate spaces for the
dissemination of practices of direct democracy, meetings and organiza-
tional activity.8 It incorporates three specific tools. Citizens’ Initiatives
(ICP) is a tool through which members can submit proposals, which,
if supported by at least 0.2% of the members, are made the subjects
of binding internal referenda on Participa Podemos, with each member
having one vote. Open seat enables members to express opinions on
issues discussed in committees or plenary sessions, the ten issues that
receive the most support being transmitted to the parliamentary group
with three of them being put on the group’s agenda and considered in
the current month. Finally, Debate and Opinions is a space made avail-
able for the discussion of current political issues, organized according to
circles and topics with a system for the expression of preferences for and
against as well as for the ranking of preferences, similar to that of Reddit.
Unlike the M5s platform, Plaza Podemos allows both the simple expres-
sion of preferences (apojos)—making it possible to quantify the degree of
support for proposals in absolute terms and percentages—and the leaving
of comments (commentarios), thus combining the referendum and delib-
erative functions, enabling opinion to be managed more transparently
(Figs. 6.2, 6.3, 6.4, 6.5, 6.6, and 6.7).

The deliberative process is quite complex: unlike that of the M5s, it
takes place across platforms and is collective in nature because proposals
can be presented at the level of the party circle or on Reddit before
they appear on Participa Podemos. It also involves complex procedures,
involving the overcoming of at least three approval thresholds (0.2%; 2%;
10%) so that final approval becomes almost impossible (Figs. 6.2 and 6.3).

(essentially, the fact that it was free to use). In terms of democratic participation, the most
serious disadvantage reported concerned the fact that the platform did not favour orderly
debate and lacked a means of synthesising the various options. Moreover, it did not allow
any integration with other social platforms. Moderation was entrusted to outsiders, with
almost non-existent rules and massive use of Bots. Finally, it was said to lend itself to
various forms of distortion. These characteristics were judged unworthy of an organisation
that made direct democracy its central raison d’être. See: https://loomio-uploads.s3.ama
zonaws.com/uploads/a447480cfa6396def9a4e4adefef2764/Análisis%20de%20reddit.pdf.

8 Plaza Podemos was launched in April 2016. The ‘Consul’ technology had already
been tested by the municipality of Madrid. Madrid Decides was launched by Podemos’
Mayor, Manuela Carmena, http://consulproject.org/en/#features.

https://loomio-uploads.s3.amazonaws.com/uploads/a447480cfa6396def9a4e4adefef2764/An%E1lisis%20de%20reddit.pdf
http://consulproject.org/en/#features
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Fig. 6.2 Plaza Podemos 2.0. Proposal for a Popular Initiative (ICP)

Until July 2019, the function was fully integrated into Participa
Podemos. Subsequently, a census of the members was launched, involving
the collection of data on their preferences, political activities and the skills
they could make available to Podemos.

The pages of Plaza Podemos 2.0 have become inaccessible, and the
landing page has become that of the Territorial Support Workshop, a
kind of one-stop-shop aiming to offer organizational, legal and financial
support to the party’s local circles and groups. A function designed to
facilitate citizen participation at the local level, it was also conceived with
the aim of turning the movement into the only valid reference point,
precisely a genuine party in central office.

From the official data, it is apparent that the growth of the move-
ment is quite constant over time, increasing from 200,000 members at
the time of the first citizen assembly, Vistalegre I, held in October 2014,
to 450,000 at the time of Vistalegre II, held in February 2017 (Fig. 6.6).
However, particularly important moments in the internal life of the move-
ment coincide with spikes in the number of members. While the data
concerning participation are open to interpretation, for some they are
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Fig. 6.4 Voting on ICPs: one person, one vote

indicators of a decline in interest in the movement (Gerbaudo, 2019).
For others they suggest that participation is intermittent, with peaks stim-
ulated by the emergence of political issues arousing high levels of public
interest, such as appointment of the general secretariat, the formation of
a coalition or the decision on whether to enter government (Deseriis &
Vittori, 2019; Raniolo & Tarditi, 2019).

Given the ease with which it was possible to sign up to the platform
until Plaza Podemos became accessible only to members of the move-
ment (Fig. 6.4, ICP voting), the pre-2015 spikes shown in Fig. 6.6 also
reflected external attempts to influence voting decisions.

From the consultation on a possible alliance with PSOE and
Ciudadanos (year 2016) onwards, Podemos began to distinguish the
active members from the total number of members in order, thereby,
to identify better the participation of the two groups. For example, in
the case of the consultation to elect the General Secretary in 2017,
155,190 participated in the vote, representing 55% of the active members,
and about 34% of the total members of the platform. More specifically,
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Fig. 6.5 ICP voting: improving the voting system and reinforcing genuine
participation in Podemos
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Fig. 6.7 Participation in Podemos (Source Raniolo & Tarditi, 2019)

the Iglesias motion (Podemos para todas) received 128,742 votes, repre-
senting 89.1% of the valid votes cast, 45.6% of the active membership and
just over 28% of the total membership.

From the data in Fig. 6.7, participation seems to have been at its
greatest at the time of confirmation of Iglesias’ leadership in 2018, when
about 40% of all members and 75% of the active electorate gave it their
support, signalling thereby the personalization of the movement.

In July 2019, the situation seems to have changed again. In the vote
to decide the stance of Podemos’ MPs on the mandate conferred on
Sanchez for the formation of a government and thus on whether the thir-
teenth legislature could begin, 138,488 (26.6%) of the 520,000 members
participated. Of these, 94,964 (69.13%) voted in favour of the motion
supporting the formation of a coalition with the PSOE. A few months
later, in November 2019, following the failure of the two parties to
reach agreement, and the calling of fresh elections, 134,760 (26%) of
the members participated in the vote on the proposed coalition agree-
ment with the PSOE, of which 96.8% voted in favour.9 In short, it is
clear that, apart from the mobilization effects of ad personam initiatives,
and aside from the intermittent nature of participation, there is a large
base in the movement, amounting to around one quarter the members of

9 Okdiario, 7 December 2019, Consulta de Podemos. Sólo el 25% de Podemos vota a
favor del pacto con el PSOE que convierte a Iglesias en vicepresidente.
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the platform, identifiable from 2015, that is regularly mobilized by issues
of national policy and internal democracy.

Today, the platform has 523,902 subscribers and would appear to
be growing more slowly than in the past, probably due to access rules
constrained by the choice of regional voting options, identity certification
procedures, or the reduced appeal of the movement that is suggested by
electoral data.10

From the data presented, much is still missing from the analysis. For
example, we are not able to distinguish the ‘affiliates’ of the move-
ment from the ‘subscribers’ to the platform. Although the two roles are
equivalent in terms of opportunities for participation, only the former
are officially included in the register of affiliates of the Ministry of the
Interior, expressing their consent downstream of the citizen assembly
(Fig. 6.8).

It would be up to the census to solve the problem of turning members
into affiliates, which could result in a substantial reduction in member-
ship in favour of greater transparency of voting processes. In terms of
participation, it probably makes little difference, but it could have a large

10 The voting system is far more secure and transparent than that of the M5s: in
addition to the two-step security of the system, the vote is also encrypted, anonymized
and translated into tracking for verification of the correct registration by the member
himself.
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impact on processes of internal democracy and the selection of the party’s
leaders.

We also cannot understand whether and how changing tool affor-
dances available to the movement (e.g. function reorganization, creation
of safer and more transparent procedures, centralization and simplification
of interfaces) affects the deliberative functions of the platform. Nor have
we been able to reconstruct or identify an exhaustive data framework for
Popular Initiative Proposals and proposals for the ‘Open Seat’ function.

However, it seems extremely difficult for popular initiatives to exceed
the three thresholds imposed by the internal rules even when it comes to
changing the latter, while proposals originating from the leadership have a
preferential channel and a form of legitimacy downstream of the proposal
itself. This was exemplified by the call launched in 2016 aiming to change
Podemos’ internal voting system and ensure greater representation for
minorities in the national congress. Of the more than 30 proposals, the
most voted was the ‘DesBorda System’ of Iglesias, Montero, Echenique
and Bescansa, which was supported by 41.6% of 99,077 voting, while
second place went to ‘Democracia Para ganar. Recuperar la Ilusìon’
presented by Errejón and a large group of deputies.

The M5S: The Technological

Organization of Mistrust

The M5s was formally established on 4 October 2009—on the founda-
tions of a grassroots movement organized by the comedian, Beppe Grillo,
with the help of Gianroberto Casaleggio and his software and marketing
agency—around five main issues: the environment, water, development,
connectivity and transportation (Bordignon & Ceccarini, 2013). The
vast majority of its activists were white-collar workers and self-employed
professionals with a smaller group of university students (Corbetta &
Gualmini, 2013). They wanted to help Italy to move forward, but felt
blocked by a political class unable to modernize the country. They appear
very radical when it comes to their stances on Europe, the public admin-
istration, the media system and the labour market but much less so when
it comes to the defence of civil liberties. In 2009, civic lists were fielded
in elections in 64 municipalities with poor results.

In December 2012, the Movement drafted a statute to enable it to
contest elections, giving members the right to participate in the selection
of candidates through primary elections.
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In the same year, the M5s won 18.2% of the vote in the Sicilian
regional elections to become the largest party with 15 regional coun-
cillors. At the general election in 2013, the M5s won 25.5% of the vote
having rejected coalitions with all other parties. This represented a real
success for the Movement’s patrons—Grillo and Casaleggio—who were
strongly attached to a Cybercratic centralist conception of their creation
(De Rosa, 2014) one based on strong internal discipline and the central-
ization of steering functions. At that time, the Movement was very much
a constellation of groups mainly organized through the social networking
platform, MeetUp.

The opportunity to govern arrived on 4 March 2018 when the Move-
ment became the largest party in Italy with over 32% of the vote. With
109 senators and 220 deputies, the M5s was the most important and the
youngest component of the Italian parliament with over 70% of its repre-
sentatives being under the age of forty. However, lacking a majority, it
engaged in a lengthy and tortuous process of bargaining with the Lega,
with which it eventually formed a novel coalition, one thus bringing
together parties expressing two different styles of populism.

Rousseau: The Operational Engine of Direct Democracy

In a previous chapter, we described the constituency communication of
the M5s, emphasizing that social media were a strategic component of
the Movement’s communication, scientifically used to reach even its least
involved members. The use of social platforms for political communi-
cation belongs, to all intents and purposes, to the category of platform
politics because it is constitutive, organized on an algorithmic basis, and
responds to a precise protocol, that is, to a set of standardized actions.

For the M5s, social media are an indispensable mode of communica-
tion between the elected and citizens, and a powerful propaganda tool.
However, while we refer to the article cited above for analysis of the
Movement’s use of social media, in the section below we will analyse the
Rousseau platform. In particular, we wanted to observe how the Rousseau
platform—developed in 2016 by Casaleggio Associates to support the
activities of the M5s—subjectivizes direct participation through the two
main functions—Lex Subscribers and Lex Parliament—which, according
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to Grillo, constitute the keys to the model of direct democracy that the
Movement seeks to pursue.11

The first has a law-making function, making possible the submission
of legislative proposals by the members of the platform. The second has
a deliberative, debating function, making possible the amendment of bills
already drafted by members of Parliament.

The Rousseau platform was launched in its current form by Casaleggio
Associates in 2016. For the first time, in a public statement made in
August 2019, the M5s certified that 115,372 were eligible to vote on
Rousseau, a number far lower than that of Participa Podemos.12

Unlike the latter, Rousseau allows the individual to express two pref-
erences on questions asked, making it a little more difficult to detect
the ratio of votes cast to participants. With the reorganization of the
voting area in July 2019, the issue of multiple voting would also appear
to have been resolved. The issue had arisen due to technical problems
that had allowed voting tallies to be manipulated—as had happened in
the case of the vote concerning the question of the patrol vessel ‘Ubaldo
Diciotti’. Activists were asked to express an opinion on the authorization
to proceed against the Interior Minister, Matteo Salvini, accused of aggra-
vated kidnapping because of his decision to prevent the migrants on the
ship from disembarking. To vote it is necessary to have been registered
with the Movimento for at least six months beforehand.

Lex Subscribers: Collective Intelligence and Participation

The Lex Subscribers function was launched in May 2016 to experiment
with forms of direct participation in politics and the legislative process
by creating a channel for participation that seemed to be very strongly
desired by Movement activists.

Between July 2016 and July 2019, Lex Subscribers published 1375
bills drafted by 1171 citizens, of which more than 300 were anonymous.
Of the 1171 citizens, 89% seem to have presented only one proposal,
about 10% to have presented between 2 and 4, and almost 1%—who
could be considered ‘super-activists’—to have presented between 5 and

11 Prior to 2016, there had been a prototype version of the platform available since
2013.

12 https://www.ilblogdellestelle.it/2019/08/la-verita-sul-voto-su-rousseau-le-10-fake-
news-a-cui-non-credere.html.

https://www.ilblogdellestelle.it/2019/08/la-verita-sul-voto-su-rousseau-le-10-fake-news-a-cui-non-credere.html
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14 proposals. The distribution of proposers by number of proposals is
perfectly in line with the ‘1-9-90 Nielsen’ rule (Fig. 6.9) where the very
large majority (90%) is essentially passive, 9% is moderately active, and
only 1% of the community can be considered very dedicated to the activity
(Gerbaudo, 2019).

The conditional tense is, unfortunately, a must because M5s staff
select proposals based on both their quality and their alignment with the
political values of the Movement, while a separate path is reserved for

1
90%

2-4
9%

5-14
1%

PARTECIPATION RATE

Fig. 6.9 Participation rate in the law-making process
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proposals of a delicate nature, of which little is known.13 Therefore, the
data show only the proposals that survive the initial selection made by
Casaleggio’s staff using the criteria of correct compilation of the proposal
form, constitutionality and adherence to the principles of the Movement.

The second selection takes place on the platform, being directly
entrusted to subscribers. Of 1375 pre-selected proposals as of July
2019, only 32 (2.3%) were approved by the members, this through a
referendum-type voting process but allowing up to five preferences to be
expressed.14

Lex Subscribers allows everyone to submit legislative proposals but
only the two most voted during each session will be transmitted to the
spokesman-tutor whose role is to help the proposer improve the proposal
following instructions provided by Rousseau. Approved proposals are
referred to as ‘priorities’, while there is no evidence of the others
remaining under consideration or that there is an internal hierarchy.

The bottom-up legislative formulation process is by no means simple.
The proposer has to check that the proposal has not been submitted
by others and must accurately document their proposal by specifying
which level of government (national, regional or local) will be respon-
sible for implementing it and how it will be financed. The proposer
must also provide a comparative analysis involving other countries and
other political systems where the proposal is already law. To that end,
the proposer must check existing legislation at national and international
level by searching legislative databases, but no support is given in correctly
identifying the legislation in question.15

It is then up to the spokesperson to direct the formalization process
in dialogue with the proposer, in order correctly to interpret and shape
the proposal.16 It is not clear, however, how and, above all, where this

13 ‘The 90-9-1 Rule for Participation Inequality in Social Media and Online Commu-
nities’, Jakob Nielsen (2006). Nielsen Norman Group at https://www.nngroup.com/art
icles/participation-inequality/.

14 The figure is taken directly from the proposals published on the platform. However, it
does not correspond with the information contained in Casaleggio’s 2018 activity report,
which mentions 7231 bills, of which only 857 were put to a vote, with a retention rate
of just 12%.

15 There is no shortcut to performing the required verification. The search for any
similar proposals can only be done by manually checking more than 1300 proposals.

16 https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/associazionerousseau/upload/lexiscritti_man
uale.pdf.

https://www.nngroup.com/articles/participation-inequality/
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/associazionerousseau/upload/lexiscritti_manuale.pdf
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process of dialogue takes place, how it is recorded, or whether and how
the competence of the proposer is valued and placed at the service of the
community. Once worded correctly, the bill is submitted to Lex Parlia-
ment where, for two months, members can comment on and amend it.
The final text—possibly combined with other proposals and amended—
will be presented in the Chamber of Deputies and the Senate on behalf
of the spokesperson and quoting the citizen proposer.

The deliberative bottom-up process—as described by the guidance
documents and implemented through the platform—seems anything but
a means of facilitating a collective endeavour. On the contrary, those who
propose bills must rely entirely on their own efforts and their own knowl-
edge of the relevant field without being able to draw on the skills of
others.

The spokesperson intervenes only when the proposer has shown that
s/he has responded to all preliminary requests for clarification, further
information and/or amendment. In other words, the ‘operating engine’
of the M5s acts as an extremely selective filter, placing very high barriers
in the way of participation, providing access only to those activists with
specific skills in the relevant area. This is rather aristocratic behaviour
for a movement that seeks to establish a ‘Third Republic’ based on the
disintermediation of representation, the introduction of forms of direct
democracy (e.g. referenda without quora) and the myth of collective
intelligence.

The data concerning the number of proposals voted per session
(Fig. 6.10) shows a sharp decline in the number selected during session
11, which marked the end of the seventeenth legislature, when the M5s
was in opposition, and the beginning of the eighteenth legislature, when
it was in government.

In the eighteenth legislature, the number of proposals reached a new
high with session 15, when 94 proposals were presented, all on the subject
of public water resources. Where did they come from, how were they
solicited and how long did they take to pass through the system before
being combined? Certainly, with the eighteenth legislature, something
changed not only in terms of selection but also, as we shall see, concerning
participation in the vote.

Therefore, if there are 1375 proposals selected for the voting phase,
no information is available for those that progress or for those rejected
during the pre-selection phase, although Deseriis (2017a) reports 6223
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proposals overall as of June 2016.17 If the figure is correct, then only
1076 proposals had been selected up until June 2016, with a rejection
rate of 83%. In short, the process of technical and political filtering creates
considerable challenges but, above all, it lacks transparency. What kind of
feedback do proposers receive? Do they receive feedback on the substance
or the method? Judging by the criticisms of the system posted to the
blog—concerning technical problems, delays in the provision of feedback,
operational difficulties and the rudimentary nature of the available func-
tions—Lex Subscribers seems decidedly problematic, this thanks to the
expectations it created.

1. “I came second in the sixth vote but it will not be written. No one
replies any more, I only know the name of the tutor, Daniele Pesco, who
in May 2017 said that he and Catalfo had become bogged down with
my proposal. This is too bad because almost 3,000 members voted for it,
making it the second most voted. They are incredibly slow. I have written
proposals over a year ago and they are not in the management phase either.
Too bad because the instrument was very interesting but handled very
badly”.

2. “The fact that you can propose laws is nice, but it doesn’t mean
that anybody can do it. It is necessary not only to have an idea but
also to research and compare the legislation already existing in other
areas or countries in order to understand whether the proposed law is
feasible. Otherwise, it creates a chaos of proposals that are mostly imprac-
tical and instead of streamlining the system, becomes cumbersome and
inconclusive”.

3. “Simply put, this tool is not be for everyone, but only for all those
who have ideas, skills and experience in the field of implementation of the
proposed law”.

4. “Here we do not understand whether the proposals inserted
WILL OR WILL NOT BE CONSIDERED FOR THE PURPOSES OF
COMPLETING OUR PROGRAMME.18 In that case, an archive of the
proposals approved in the various rounds would be needed. There would
also need to be A GENERAL LIST based ON ALL THE VOTES IN
ALL THE SECTORS, ORGANISED ACCORDING TO THEMATIC
AREA, to be then developed to build a MODEL OF A COMPLETE

17 According to a statement from the head of the section, Danilo Toninelli, at Open
Day Rousseau.

18 Capital letters have been used to highlight specific questions.
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PROGRAMME. There is little TRANSPARENCY concerning the manage-
ment of proposals, and little security in voting, ESPECIALLY BECAUSE
THERE IS NO INSTRUMENT (SIMILAR TO THE ONE USED BY
MPS) COLLECTIVELY TO IMPROVE INDIVIDUAL PROPOSALS
AND TO BUILD THEM FROM THE BOTTOM UP AND THEN
INSERT THEM ON LEX SUBSCRIBERS. FINALLY, THERE IS
NO FORM FOR general or specific (non-legislative) PROGRAMME
PROPOSALS.”

The proposals were voted upon in 16 voting sessions, all arranged for
the same time slots (from 10 a.m. to 7 p.m.) except for two which were
extended by a few hours. These were sessions 12 and 13, the ones having
the lowest numbers of proposals (only 20 in each case). Voting sessions
are signalled by means of an email sent to members, listing, in order of
submission to the platform, the proposals to be voted on. The organiza-
tion of the sessions varies. The number of proposals per session is highly
variable, ranging from 20 in the cases of the twelfth and thirteenth voting
sessions on 26 November 2018, to 193 in the case of Session 2 on 23
September 2016.

The number of proposals per session, their thematic organization and
the time allowed for members to cast their votes can all influence voting
behaviour, and it is quite easy to imagine a positive correlation between
the time made available and the number of votes cast.

Sessions 12 and 13, with the fewest proposals, were also those where
the time available was greatest. They also had a specific thematic organi-
zation (the themes being equity and social solidarity, and digital issues)
(Fig. 6.11). The first proposal presented in session 13 was on cutting
severance payments to MPs, the first presented in session 12 being on a
proposal concerning free broadband provision.

As the histogram below demonstrates, the distribution of values within
the latter sessions is more homogeneous, so that the votes cast for the two
most-voted proposals follow the same average trend. (Fig. 6.12). The
average quadratic deviation in the entire class (Fig. 6.13) tells us that
the variance in sessions 12 and 13 is quite high, showing that voting
behaviour was much more selective and, therefore, less random.

In contrast, the variance is very low for session 5, which had a wide
variety of themes and where it is rather difficult to identify those to
which priority was given. It remains unclear why, after the time extensions
allowed in the cases of the sessions with fewer proposals (12 and 13), the
time made available for voting reverted to the previous schedules.
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Fig. 6.12 LexIscritti: vote received by the two selected proposals against
average votes 2016–2019

In summary, these figures seem interesting to us for three reasons.
First, they show negative and constant trends in terms of participation
in votes. Second, they show a hiatus between the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth legislatures when participation is subject to an even more markedly
declining trend. Third, they reveal the influence that algorithms or, in
other words, the ‘protocol’ of participation exerts on voting behaviour.
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Even small changes in the protocol can lead to major changes in voting
outcomes as evidenced by the case of the vote on the possible forma-
tion of a coalition government with the Partito Democratico. Here, the
reversal of the order in which the options were initially presented (with
YES/NO changing to NO/YES) might have affected the outcome (had
it not been challenged by the media and by activists themselves).

Finally, it should be noted that until 2018, when the number was
reduced to two, the system allowed the expression of up to five prefer-
ences. The change had the effect of making the distribution of votes more
homogeneous over time and, in terms of the total number of preferences
expressed divided by the number of voting options allowed, drastically
reduced the number of voters per session. We estimate that this number
was between 7000 and 25,000 voters at most.

Lex Parliament

Launched in July 2015, Lex Parliament is one of the features of the
Rousseau platform that differs most from Lex Subscribers. If the latter
combines the opportunity to formulate bills with a mechanism for their
selection, limiting users to the expression of preferences, then Lex Parlia-
ment is a deliberative function that theoretically allows members of the
platform to combine and amend proposals, make suggestions, highlight
shortcomings and express objections.

In practice, the scope for deliberation provided by the function is very
limited. It allows neither reciprocal comments (the facility for responding
to comments being reserved to MPs) nor voting on the most supported
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comments—as Podemos does, making possible interaction with the text of
the law, rather than interaction with users. What is presented as a tech-
nical choice, seems in reality to be inspired by a desire to reduce so-called
‘noise’: that debate among subscribers that the M5s has failed to enhance
even on the movement’s blog.

The process is described, on the explanatory page, in a rather
ambiguous way. It states that ‘the spokespersons of the M5s elected to
the Chamber of Deputies and the Senate insert the initial drafts of the
bills that will be presented in the Committees for the first phase of the
debate. This is the stage during which the ideas of the spokespersons are
subjected to the scrutiny and comments of members who have 60 days
to propose changes to them’.

It would therefore seem that elected representatives first present their
bills to subscribers and that once amended, the bills are presented to
Parliament. Instructed in this way, subscribers to the platform and, there-
fore, the movement, would seem to have sovereignty over the work of
the spokespersons, as in the model initially adopted by the Pirate Party
with Liquid Feedback. This was a model based on proxy voting where
involvement of the elected representatives came at the end of a process
carried out entirely elsewhere.

The collection of data on Rousseau and the intersection with official
legislative activities highlights a rather different kind of behaviour, one
that would seem to have interesting implications for the model of democ-
racy the M5s professes to be pursuing. An MP presents the bill, at first
reading, directly in the Assembly and not on Rousseau. The presented
text is then published on the platform and illustrated with a video. At this
point, the deliberative phase begins and remains open for two months,
after which the amended text becomes final and is ready to be discussed
in the Commission to which it is assigned.

This process undoubtedly allows MPs a greater degree of freedom than
the Movement’s constituency both in the choice of policy and in the
provisional wording of the bill, protecting the purpose and structure of
the bill from possible opposition from the Movement’s subscribers. In
other words, subscribers cannot exercise veto power, except by formu-
lating a new proposal on Lex Subscribers according to the method that
Deseriis (2017b) has described as forking. However, MPs would appear
to have an ethical duty to consider comments and to give comprehensive
feedback in their closing reports on the deliberative processes. According
to Mosca and Vaccari (2017), feedback is limited to around 5% of the
cases, and even in our research update, the percentage remains quite low.
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Fig. 6.14 LexParlamento: percentages of bills by year and number of MPs in
the two legislatures

From the point of view of formal correctness, the entire delibera-
tive process contains biases at different stages, starting from presentation
videos that are often constructed in an openly partisan way, to the absence
of an approach to complexity. Given the fragmentation of issues into more
elementary units, this often tends to transform the process of political
decision-making into a merely technical exercise.

The system records that 575 bills were submitted from 2013 until
30 July 2019, a period spanning two legislatures in which the M5s had
parliamentary representatives. The data, disaggregated by year and by
commission affiliation, are revealing of at least two interesting things.
The first is that in the eighteenth legislature, the M5s—despite having
two and a half times the number of parliamentarians it had had in
the seventeenth legislature (322 vs. 126)—is far less productive. Adding
together the percentages for 2018 and 2019, the proportion (75%)
remains smaller than that for 2017 alone (Fig. 6.14).19 The second is

19 The figure for 2017 includes a number of proposals published on Rousseau in
January and February 2018, before the new legislature began. It seemed more appropriate
to include them in the figure for 2017. However, at the start of the new legislature, provi-
sion was made for resuming consideration of proposals that had already been submitted
but had not yet begun their parliamentary passage.
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that institutional reforms were at the centre of the Movement’s attention
in both legislatures, so that it was particularly active in the Constitu-
tional Affairs Committee. In their second terms of office, parliamentarians
would appear to be more targeted in their behaviour, presenting more
bills in specific committees.

However, the most significant—though not surprising—figure is the
dramatic decline in the participation of activists in drafting bills. The bills
drafted during the seventeenth legislature, when the M5s was in oppo-
sition, are—in terms of comments and amendments—revealing of more
enthusiastic participation than was the case during the eighteenth legisla-
ture. Participation declines not only between one legislature and another
but also during the course of a legislature, with the proposals submitted
early receiving more comments than those presented later.

It is clear that much depends on communication and on the emphasis
that is placed on the proposal as well as on the synergies that are activated
by the Movement, by parliamentarians themselves and by any eventual
stakeholders. Sometimes the media can raise the salience of a partic-
ular proposal. However, the trend towards growing disaffection with the
platform, and participation, remains.

An interesting case is the proposal presented in 2013 by the chair of
the Constitutional Affairs Committee, the deputy, Giuseppe Brescia. The
proposal was the very first one to be presented and was hailed by the
newspaper, il FattoQuotidiano, as the first law to be fully written online.
Containing provisions for the abolition of public funding for publishing,
the proposal was among the very few to receive a significant number
of comments, a total of 4456, of which 3269 were suggestions, 639
were additions, 137 were amendments, 258 were objections and 57 were
comments highlighting errors. Once presented to Parliament, it was with-
drawn, presented a second time and then rejected. The proposal attracting
the second largest number of comments, by Senator Nunzia Catalfo, was
presented to the Senate on 29 October 2013 under the title, ‘Institution
of Citizenship Income and delegation to the Government for the intro-
duction of a minimum hourly wage (No. 1148)’. It was made the subject
of a consultation organized through the Rousseau platform in January
2014, following lengthy parliamentary proceedings that were cut short in
2017 when the legislature came to an end with the dissolution of Parlia-
ment. Both proposals were subsequently reintroduced to Parliament in
the form of government bills, as was also the case with other proposals.



190 R. DE ROSA

Comparison of Lex Subscribers and Lex Parliament

Lex Subscribers and Lex Parliament are not easy to compare. Once a
proposal has been uploaded to Lex Parliament, the process of incorpo-
rating it in a formally drafted bill involves changing its title, its framework
and general organization. However, traces of the transition from one
system to another can be found in the final reports, if any, that are
drawn up at the end of the deliberative session, when the member-tutor
summarizes the revisions, possibly taking into account the work carried
out previously on Lex Subscribers by an activist-proposer.

From the comparison between Lex Subscribers and Lex Parliament it
would seem that only 4 out of 32 proposals gave rise to a bill formalized
by the parliamentarian/tutor, all at the end of the seventeenth legislature
(Table 6.1). In three of the four cases, the video outlining the proposal
was prepared by the activist presenting it.

The result is a rather mixed picture. The rules require elected offi-
cials to upload their bills to the Rousseau platform, to wait for two
months before submitting the final texts to Parliament, to provide feed-
back, to tutor bills formulated on Lex Subscribers and so on. These rules
have been followed with decreasing enthusiasm by parliamentarians, who

Table 6.1 Bills passed from Lex Subscribers to Lex Parliament 2013–2019

Bill title Commission Proposing
parliamentarian

Proposing citizen Year

External control of
MPs’ salaries

Constitutional
affairs

Federica Dieni Antonio Blasco
Bonito

2017

Provisions
concerning the
participation of
Members of
Parliament in the
work of the
legislature

Constitutional
affairs

Danilo Toninelli Antonio Pierri 2017

Citizens’
participation in the
drafting of
international treaties

Constitutional
affairs

Stephen Lucidi Oriana Drosghig 2017

Fighting illegal
prostitution

Constitutional
affairs

Fabiana Dadone Daniel Todisco 2017
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consider their work to be slowed down by this exercise in ‘parliamentarism
looking backwards’ (Fig. 6.15).

One figure above all reveals the extent of this dissatisfaction. The
proportion of bills that once amended, were re-published on the plat-
form in deference to the principle of accountability to those who had
participated in the process, was 7.1% (or 23 bills out of 324) in 2017.
This proportion fell further—to 6.2%—in 2019 when only 36 out of 577
proposals were upgraded to the status of ‘published’.

Given the very slight impact of Lex Subscribers on law-making, one is
led to wonder whether the platform is unable to harness activists’ ‘collec-
tive intelligence’ effectively, or whether the lack of impact reflects, rather,
objective difficulties in legislative drafting processes that have proved
more complex than expected. If the platform struggles to fulfil its func-
tion, then one is led to ask what its rationale is. Two hypotheses suggest
themselves. The first is that it represents little more than a training ground
to enable citizens to take on the role of spokesperson, thus helping to
form, through practice, commitment and perseverance, a political class to
be used in the future, perhaps at the very moment when forms of direct
participation are introduced in representative institutions. More cynically,
one might suggest that features like Lex Subscribers are used to generate
traffic as a means of enhancing the revenue-generating capacity of a
platform entirely developed by Casaleggio Associati and which, without
doubt, represents a significant asset for the organization.
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Whatever the answer, the system appears perfectly in line with the
hypothesis of cybercratic centralism (De Rosa, 2014) according to which
participatory democracy is, actually, a form of democracy of those with
the most resources in terms of time and technical skills. In other words, it
is a form of technocratic aristocracy that finds its legitimacy not in party
selection but in the facilities made available by digital platforms.

Conclusion

The process of institutionalization of movements has usually been anal-
ysed from the perspective of mainstream party organizations, taking the
latter as the normality to which the movements should tend. A ‘majori-
tarian vocation’, the iron law of oligarchy, selection of the political class
and the conquest of positions of leadership have always characterized
the large mass parties, organized to intercept and represent large social
categories formed around deep social cleavages.

The new movements have a different genesis because they fit into the
gap created by the crisis of the great collective narratives on the one
hand, and social diversification on the other, demanding new forms of
representation in a context whose fundamental features are fragmenta-
tion and flexibility. In fact, they are not born of traditional cleavages but,
paradoxically, of their failings.

Their incorporation in political systems and institutions manifests itself
as the search for a form of continuous and disintermediated political legit-
imacy. It is for this reason that communication in these movements plays
a crucial role, not as a component of their repertoires of action but as the
very foundation on which they are built, giving rise to an (info)structure
that replaces party organization, starting from the middle-ranking officials
(Gerbaudo, 2019).

To maintain their core identities, both the M5s and Podemos have
sublimated the organization into a fluid and decentralized participatory
arena, where the platform magically becomes a vehicle for legitimizing
the emerging leadership, the technological surrogate of the party organi-
zation—its functional equivalent, as Raniolo and Tarditi (2019) have put
it (while making some useful distinctions).

The data collected so far on the platforms of the M5s and Podemos
suffer from a number of limitations, and there remains a degree of uncer-
tainty about the nature of the data (e.g. the difference between platform
subscribers, active members, affiliates etc.) thanks to the changes made
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from time to time to the calculation algorithms. They are often also
inherently biased, especially in the case of the M5s. There is a lack of
transparency surrounding the filtering actions of the staff and perhaps also
of the platform, the management of the feedback system and the nature of
algorithms and technical decisions—unknown to subscribers—that come
to change the functioning of its features. However, both Rousseau and
Participa Podemos are works in progress, changeable entities to which,
nevertheless, important national political decisions are entrusted.

For Podemos, the centralized platform has made possible the creation
of a federal structure for the movement, enabling the local circles and
the assemblies to link centre and periphery, and the movement to adapt
its campaigning to the requirements of varying local contexts. The plat-
form is not a substitute, but rather a compendium of tools enabling the
movement to put down roots in the institutions and localities.

For the M5s, local organization is a ‘noise’, an aspect of politics that
acquires significance, and even then with many difficulties, only during
the run-up to elections when lists of candidates are being drawn up. For
the M5s, the platform is the technological simulacrum of a party organiza-
tion that does not in fact exist—notwithstanding suggestions, such as the
one recently proposed by Davide Casaleggio, that the Movement adopt
holocratic methods of organizational governance based on autonomous
working teams.

Rousseau’s applications seem to be designed to structure activists’ rela-
tions with the institutions through which they are subjectivized: their acts,
in the form of deliberations and bills. The new functions, ‘Activism’ and
‘Call to action’, are also configured in such a way as to make visible a terri-
torial organization that does not, in fact, exist, though it is often claimed
that local activities do take place, as if actions alone were enough to give
the movement a political body.

For Gerbaudo (2019), it is a clear example of ‘lean manage-
ment’ where, however, deliberation is a noise that must be minimized.
Following Deseriis, we have empirically demonstrated that

Rousseau supports an emerging ‘direct parliamentarism’, which allows
party members to have a seemingly direct relationship with the party in
the institutions, at the expense, however, of deliberative processes that can
influence the party’s agenda. Thus, Rousseau leaves the deliberative and
strictly parliamentary moment in the hands of elected representatives and
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party leaders, allowing the party’s base to choose between options that
have been defined elsewhere. (Deseriis, 2017a: 1)

In other words, ‘the contradiction between the pluralistic nature of the
network and the totalistic tendency of populism’ (Deseriis, 2017b, 455)
remains strong.

In conclusion, platform politics is a new type of politics expressed
through a socio-technical assembly, often hybrid and asymmetric in
nature, to which agency functions are entrusted. The direct participa-
tion made possible by digital platforms is, in fact, the main ideological
construct of both the M5s and Podemos. This is because it subli-
mates the collective protest action that is a characteristic feature of
social movements—although in the M5s it is transformed into a set of
procedures that function as a game of mirrors between the Movement’s
different components: its technocratic leadership, the political class, and
the membership.
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PART III

Sovereigntism in Government



CHAPTER 7

Sovranism in Government

Rosanna De Rosa

Nationalism in Government

The 2008 Great Recession led to a return of powerful forms of
(neo)nationalist politics and (neo)populist outlooks across Europe,
fuelling criticisms of supranational technocracy and bureaucracy and espe-
cially of the European Union. The democratic deficit and shared authority
were also targets of this outlook. Political instability, the dispersion of
traditional centres of power and the weakness of the nation-state, have
been held responsible for fuelling popular dissatisfaction with, and feelings
of ambiguity towards, democracy. As a reaction, in most European coun-
tries right-wing parties and movements affiliated with them have emerged
around nationalist and (so-called) sovereigntist projects, partially overlap-
ping with populist demands but also expressing the emergence of a new
cleavage in political competition.

Populism, nationalism and sovereigntism are facets of the same
complex phenomenon. Ambiguities surrounding their definition has led
to these categories being considered as synonyms in academic debate,
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or at least as variants of one another, even if, rhetorically, they rely on
different ideas of what constitutes ‘the people’.

In the case of populism, ‘the people-as-underdog’ is a unique entity
identified in terms of its powerlessness in opposition to elites in power,
which are often lacking the legitimacy that is conferred by popular
support.

In the case of nationalism, ‘the people’ represent an exclusively defined
community (giving raise to ‘in/out’ dimensions, and ‘we/others’ senti-
ments), one that is built on the basis of a long process of differentiation
from ‘the others’, through the identification of limits (De Cleen, 2017).
Nationalism places the idea of ‘the nation’ at the centre of political
debate, where the nation is an ‘imagined community’ (Anderson, 1983),
endowed with political and traditional meanings; that is sovereign, and is,
at the same time, defined by cultural, political and geographical bound-
aries considered inviolable. Unlike populism, nationalism is an ideology
that is anything but ‘thin’, and even has a propensity to join together with
other nationalisms in a kind of Internazionale, a supranational connection
of individual nationalisms.

Although nationalist culture is a typical trait of conservative parties,
in the current context of political fluidity, it is sometimes shared even
with left-wing populists. In such cases, the matter of identity is extracted
from the right’s ideological portfolio and is given connotations placing it
closer to the idea of respect for and responsibility to the community of
which one is a member, than to the idea of exclusive belonging. This
is, for example, the case of Podemos, who managed to politicize and
appropriate the national Spanish identity by leveraging the concepts of
homeland and patriotism rather than an attitude of closure towards the
outside (Custodi & Caiani, 2021).

The concept of sovereigntism overlaps with (neo)nationalism and
(neo)populism to a degree, but it seems more clearly to originate from
the new cleavage created by political globalization: the divide between
national governing institutions on the one hand, and ruling supranational
organizations, IGOs and the like, on the other. In other words, it reflects
the division between state and supra-state organizational entities. Kallis
has described this divide in the following terms.

Sovereigntism—the belief in the uncontested primacy of national-level poli-
tics and the call to recover at this precise level (institutionally as well as
territorially) power that has slipped away to more distant and diffuse layers
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of governance—has emerged as one of the primary ideological-political
fault lines of contemporary politics, cutting across conventional left–right
divides. (Kallis, 2018: 299)

Still under-theorized (Basile & Mazzoleni, 2020), ‘sovereigntism’
emerged mainly as a reaction to globalization and, at the same time, to
those processes of governance that have placed public decisions out of
the reach of national citizens and institutions, making these levels more
peripheral in political terms.

The identity question exists but is presented in terms of the power of
agency, to be mainly attributed to the nation-state. Sovereigntism is thus
described as the

political position that advocates the defence or the reconquest of national
sovereignty by a people or a state, in contrast to the dynamics of glob-
alization and to the supranational policies of concertation. (Cortellazzo,
2019)

Sovereigntism and populism speak the same language as a vindica-
tion of the will of the people, demanding that ‘control’ be taken back
to the national level in opposition to any supranational limitations on
sovereignty. This demand unites all populist movements, across the polit-
ical spectrum from left to right. It is a blended discourse that has also
been identified as ‘PopSovism’ by the Hague Centre for Strategic Studies
report (De Spiegeleire et al., 2017).

While a research agenda around the concept of ‘sovereigntism’ has
been offered by Basile and Mazzoleni (2020), the distinctiveness of
radical-rights parties tends to be threatened since the appeal to the re-
appropriation of national sovereignty has recently become the unifying
trait of a heterogeneous group that is reflected in the convergent action
of their parliamentary party representatives. As observed by Borri and
Verzichelli (2020: 2).

In view of their post-crisis electoral payoffs and despite their complicated
and somehow contradictory genesis, radical-right populists and national
conservatives today represent a unified and relevant institutional actor in
the current European scenario. (Borri & Verzichelli, 2020: 2)
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According to Kallis, the ‘sovereigntist’ perspective benefits from the
multifaceted populist critique of globalization. In this respect, common
patterns seem to have emerged across European countries.

This chapter is devoted to exploring constituency communication in
two countries where right-wing parties are in power. In Poland, the
right-wing nationalist party gives expression to a form of ‘authoritarian
populism’ (Norris & Inglehart, 2019) aimed at unleashing securitarian
and illiberal principles from their subcultural shackles. The case of Italy is
represented by the Lega (League)—a former regional autonomy party
that has achieved success thanks to its anti-immigrant, anti-European
and securitarian discourse. It can be considered a ‘popsovist’ party with
a nationalist ideology, one that expresses both nativist and populist
demands. Until September 2019, the Lega was in government with
the Movimento Cinque Stelle (Five-star Movement, M5s), the two
parties’ leaders—Matteo Salvini and Luigi Di Maio respectively—having
signed the ‘Contract for a Government of Change’. The parties shared
‘sovereigntist’ outlooks to a certain extent, but of the two, the Lega was
the most effective in using its membership of the cabinet as a strategic
asset in both political competition and governing style. The Polish case,
instead, is represented by the Prawo i Sprawiedliwość (Law and Justice
party, PiS) led by Jarosław Kaczyński and, as the governing party, by
Mateusz Morawiecki, who is Poland’s prime minister. At the elections
held on 13 October 2019, PiS retained its majority in the Sejm but lost
its majority in the Senate. The Lega and PiS share the same xenophobic,
securitarian, protectionist vision for their own countries.
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CHAPTER 8

The Shape of Water: The Constituency
Communication of the Lega in Power

Annarita Criscitiello and Rosanna De Rosa

A ‘Leader-Dominated Party’
with a Thirty-Year History

Between the end of the 1970s and the first half of the subsequent decade,
a number of political movements seeking to defend local identities and
regional autonomy emerged in northern Italy. This was a period in which
the centre-periphery cleavage was re-emerging all over Europe (Rokkan,
1982; Rokkan & Lipset, 1967). It would give demands for separation
and autonomy a high profile in political debate leading subsequently to
the electoral success of regional autonomy (Mazzoleni & Mueller, 2016)
or ‘ethnoregionalist’ parties (Elias & Tronconi, 2011; Tronconi, 2009).
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In Italy, the two most significant examples of such parties were the
Liga Veneta, whose demand for ‘self-government for the Venetian people’
helped it to win representation in Parliament at the election of 1983, and
the Lega Lombarda, established and led by Umberto Bossi, who would
be elected to the Senate at the election of 1987.

Bossi’s Lega would soon come to dominate all the other regional
autonomy leagues, this by emphasising the supposedly distinctive char-
acteristics of the ‘people’ of the North as well its malaise thanks to
the crisis of the prevailing system of relations between the economy,
politics and society (Diamanti, 1993). With the subsequent ‘invention
of Padania’ and his claims concerning its ‘resurgence’ (Biorcio, 2010),
Bossi would link demands for autonomy on historical-cultural grounds,
to the predominant local economic interests. The ‘Lombard people’ were
wealth producers who were being exploited by the government in Rome
and therefore, whatever the cost, they had to insist on their right to
regional autonomy, free of the tutelage of the national-level authorities
(Passarelli & Tuorto, 2012).

In this initial period of the Lega’s existence, Bossi’s leadership stood
out in two main ways. In the first place, it was highly centralised, enabling
him to exercise personal control over every detail of the internal life of the
party and over who would be admitted to membership. Secondly, it led
to rapid electoral success at the national level thanks to Bossi’s ability to
capitalise on the results achieved at the European elections of 1989 and
the local elections of 1990 fought around the idea of a community of
interests.

Strengthened by these results, in 1991, Bossi founded the Lega Nord,
a new ‘political entrepreneur’, which before long became a serious threat
to the traditional political parties in what were the wealthiest regions of
the country (Diamanti, 1993).

In the initial years of its existence, then, the Lega Nord not only
campaigned for regional autonomy, but also sought to carve out for itself
an important role in political life at the national level. The close and
detailed attention it paid to the demands of small business owners and the
self-employed, the two main planks of the Lega’s constituency, was ampli-
fied by a political discourse whose populist connotations were apparent
from the beginning. Anti-political, anti-party and anti-establishment
rhetoric brought the Lega its first success on the national political stage
with the elections of 1992 when the party elected to Parliament 55
deputies and 25 senators. At those elections, the Lega Nord set two
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major precedents: no new party had ever successfully challenged the
traditional mass membership parties (Cotta & Verzichelli, 2020) and no
populist party had ever successfully contested an election since the days
of the Fronte dell’Uomo Qualunque (the Common Man’s Front) in the
immediate aftermath of the Second World War (Tarchi, 2018).

Neo-liberal economics, ethnocentrism, anti-party sentiments, anti-
establishment and anti-tax protest, hostility to southern Italians: these
were the elements of the ‘ideological and normative potpourri’ (Ignazi,
2018) thanks to which Bossi’s Lega, in its original incarnation was able
to build its broad and heterogeneous following. Aside from the ability to
spearhead popular demands and resentments in a way no other party was
capable of doing, the Lega Nord had a cross-class appeal that faithfully
reflected the demands of the social strata to which the bulk of the citizens
of northern Italy belonged (ibidem:188).

Organisationally, Bossi’s Lega Nord was a highly centralised party
bringing together an activist membership and a charismatic leadership.
Bossi controlled personally the process by which candidates were selected
and recruited; he sought direct contact with voters and activists; he was
the mouthpiece by which the protest driven by northern malaise expressed
itself.

At the subsequent elections, held in the spring of 1994, Bossi’s Lega
found itself having to come to terms with a wholly new set of political
circumstances created by the emergence of a formidable competitor: Silvio
Berlusconi’s party, Forza Italia (FI).

The fragile electoral alliance forged with FI and the Lega’s participa-
tion in the first government led by Berlusconi, marked the beginning
of a period that was to last for 18 years and that would culminate in
Bossi’s resignation in 2012. This was a lengthy period during which Bossi
would have to fight tooth and nail to hold on to the support of his
constituency, which was continually threatened by the party that was, at
one and the same time, his ally and his rival. Forza Italia, in fact success-
fully won over significant numbers of more moderate voters, especially
those less interested in regional autonomy, forcing Bossi continuously to
have to re-think his party’s strategy. Indeed, new issues around the theme
of secession emerging in the east of the country drove Bossi himself to
embrace a secessionist strategy, one that would lead him, in 1997, to give
his party a new name, ‘Lega per l’Indipendenza della Padania’ (‘League
for the Independence of Padania’).



210 A. CRISCITIELLO AND R. DE ROSA

The end of the 1990s saw the progressive emergence of a symbolic
corpus consisting of linguistic codes, idioms, collective rituals and cultural
references that would transform the Lega’s constituency into what
Diamanti (2019) called a genuine ‘green subculture’ (green being the
party’s colour). And the appeal to the people of Padania would be
couched in terms of an ever more explicitly populist kind. This was a
populism fuelled by identity concerns and by protest, one which, like all
expressions of anti-political sentiments, required a ‘language of difference’
(Campus, 2006) in order to set it apart from the language of other parties
on the centre right. Thus, it was that Bossi came to play the xenophobic
card, occupying political terrain that was still vacant and that, in the new
millennium, would place the Lega alongside other European parties of
the far right. The increasingly radical nature of the party’s programme,
combined with a strengthening of its organisation both centrally and
locally, enabled it to perform well in the general election of 2008. Once
more in government with Berlusconi, Bossi would succeed, thanks to the
support of a significant group of loyal parliamentary followers, in influ-
encing the Government’s policies to a far greater degree than his electoral
strength would have led one to expect. Exploiting the climate of fear
generated by reactions to the refugee emergency and to so-called Islamic
terrorism, the Lega became a party whose trademarks were citizens’
security concerns and hostility to migrants.

Almost twenty years after its first period in office, in contrast to the
slogan depicting it as a ‘party of struggle in government’, the Lega
had penetrated all the most significant centres of economic power, both
national and local. It occupied strategic positions in public enterprises,
banks and agencies, perpetuating precisely that system of party control
it had so ferociously denounced at its outset. The waning of its initial
idealism, together with an economic crisis of unprecedented severity and
a series of scandals involving him personally along with his family and
members of his entourage (the so-called ‘magic circle’), forced Bossi to
resign in 2012.

This was followed by a brief interregnum during which the party’s
new leader, Roberto Maroni, sought to make a number of organisational
changes but without succeeding in bringing about any real transforma-
tion. The general election of 2013 marked a major retreat for the Lega
whose vote share declined by a half compared to 2008.

When Italy held its first election after the deepest economic crisis since
the War, anti-political sentiments reached levels last seen during the years
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of the so-called ‘Clean Hands’ investigations of the early 1990s. This
time, however, anti-establishment themes were monopolised by the Movi-
mento Cinque Stelle (Five-star Movement, M5s) which won a surprising
25% of the vote.

It would fall to Matteo Salvini, the new general secretary of the Lega,
to reform the party by repositioning it as a national party without however
completely abandoning its regional claims. This new departure would
make it necessary to identify new issues around which supporters could
be mobilised and new voters could be won over.

The first major change introduced by the new leader was the decision
to subject the choice of the new general secretary, for the first time in
the Lega’s history, to a members’ ballot. Only activists who had been
members of the party for at least a year were entitled to participate and
most of their votes would go to Salvini who was chosen in place of the
old leader, Bossi.

This was a decisive step for the party, one that would come to
symbolise its rebirth or even its re-founding, enabling what was by then
the oldest party in the Italian political system to take on a new organ-
isational profile under a new leader and with a new political project
(Passarelli & Tuorto, 2018).

Before long, Salvini’s conception of the ‘leader-dominated party’ was
able—as we shall see below—to adopt a new political strategy and at the
same time to breath new life into the issues that had conserved the hard
core of the Lega’s support in years gone by.

We are referring, here, to the so-called ‘sovereigntist turn’ which,
thanks to the party’s obsessive insistence on national sovereignty, involved
daily reminders of its position that supranational (and especially Euro-
pean) governance would result in Italian interests being overlooked and
Italians losing control of their own territory (Basile & Mazzoleni, 2020).
Salvini thereby completely reversed the Lega’s ethno-regionalist profile,
abandoning the appeal to northerners and seeking to win the support
of Italian citizens without distinction. Italy thus had to be protected
and defended against the constant threats from immigrants and the
supranational institutions. ‘Italians first!’, became the slogan of Salvini’s
permanent campaign.

As a populist and sovereigntist force, the Lega was thus once again a
party of ‘protest in government’. This was a new strategy, rounded off by
the party’s success in freeing itself from its subservience to its historically,
Silvio Berlusconi. Salvini was the first leader successfully to challenge the
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primacy of Forza Italia within the coalition of the centre right, suggesting
that the political space once referred to using the label, ‘Forza-leghismo’
was now more appropriately called ‘Lega-forzismo’ (Raniolo, 2016).

As far as the party’s organisational overhaul was concerned, Salvini took
decisive steps to concentrate power at the top and to reduce the Lega’s
reliance on its activists and local administrators (Passarelli & Tuorto,
2018). It was a ‘party of the leader’ (Bordignon, 2014), one that was
perfectly adapted to the two-fold requirements of personalisation and
disintermediation Italian political parties generally had understood they
had to meet in light of the example first set by Berlusconi (Calise, 2010).

Salvini was a popular but not charismatic leader, one who was, never-
theless, able to mobilise support around a number of simple slogans and
catch phrases repeated obsessively via social media. He led his party as a
‘hyper-leader’ (Gerbaudo, 2019). Thanks to an organisational apparatus
geared to communication through social networks, Salvini was able to
practice a monocratic style of hyper-leadership such that his parliamen-
tary followers were closer to being a select group of loyal staff members in
the service of the leader than the nucleus of a potentially governing class.
His was a new kind of ‘digital’ leadership, which, thanks to the party’s
traditional organisational resources, enabled him to avoid the contradic-
tions inherent in the new digital parties with their promises of citizen
participation such as the M5s and Podemos, for example.

The results of the general election of 2018 provided unequivocal
confirmation of the positive effects of Salvini’s leadership and of his over-
haul of his party. For the first time, the Lega outdistanced Forza Italia,
growing by 13 percentage points as compared to 2013 and increasing
its support in all areas of the country even though it remained weak
in the central and southern regions. Moreover, as we suggested above,
issues such as illegal migration, security and the recovery of a national
sovereignty supposedly threatened by Brussels-based technocrats, enabled
the Lega to acquire a high profile among European sovereigntist parties
(Borri & Verzichelli, 2021). In particular, the Lega’s alliance, in the
European Parliament, with representatives from the Visegrád countries
(Poland, the Czech Republic, Slovakia and Hungary) led the latter to see
in Salvini’s party a new opportunity to free themselves from the tutelage
of the Europe of social democracy.

For Passarelli and Tuorto (2018: 82), ‘during this period, the Lega
offered a simplified interpretative framework providing answers to both
questions [those of Europe and migration]. It showed that it had
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coherent positions and offered the added value of a clear ideolog-
ical profile associated with the right, one with the power to influence
the voting decisions especially of the voters who were most politically
engaged’.

However, if on the one hand the outcome of the election of 2018 was
a triumph for Salvini, on the other hand, in marking the stunning victory
of the M5s—another populist anti-party party, in a position, like the Lega,
to govern the country—it presented him with a significant challenge. In
the run-up to the election, both parties had fought unashamedly populist
campaigns, ones emphasising sovereigntism in the case of the Lega and
anti-establishment themes in the case of the M5s. The different varieties
of populism thus represented by the two parties were reflected in a differ-
ence that was more one of values than of policies, and the attempt was
made to bridge the gap by means of a ‘contract’ on the basis of which
they would govern together for the initial two years of the eighteenth
legislature.

Political Rebranding: The Leader

as a Communication Resource

The consolidation of Salvini’s leadership on the one hand and his chosen
communications strategy on the other thus became mutually reinforcing
through a process of media personalisation (Rahat & Kenig, 2018).
Together, they highlighted the profound changes the Lega had under-
gone since 2013 when it had begun to emphasise valence issues as a
means of raising the profile of the leader’s personal characteristics and
making them the party’s most significant resource (Newell, 2019). Simul-
taneously, the Lega identified a series of position issues over which it was
able to establish ownership and thereby set the agenda of public debate
and media discussion.

Thus overhauled, the Lega had a communications strategy, and chan-
nels of direct access linking activists and leader, which, in line with the
professionalisation and disintermediation of politics, enabled its general
secretary to become Italy’s most popular party leader (Diamanti &
Pregliasco, 2018).

Indeed, the Lega’s impressive performance at the general election of
2018 has been attributed to the communications strategy designed by
Luca Morisi. A computer specialist with a doctorate in philosophy, he
acted as the Lega’s social media strategist heading up a youthful team of
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experts able to make clever use of social media, computational propaganda
and negative campaigning in a mixture of media approaches that turned
out to be as fatal for Salvini’s adversaries as it was advantageous to his
own party.

SalviniLab or, as it was ironically called, ‘the Beast’, is a collection of
collaborative software tools making it possible to automate the activities
of cross-posting, creating graphics, publicising events, monitoring news,
and managing mailing and Telegram lists. In other words, it is a collection
of technologies designed to enable content editing and the dissemination
of Salvini’s social media posts as well as the skilful management of media
strategies based on web listening and the qualitative monitoring of trend
topics, comments, interactions and targeted sponsoring. The Lega spends
more than other parties on Facebook sponsorships, but sponsors a smaller
number of posts than other parties, geographically referencing by region,
the number of desired impressions.

During the course of the election campaign, the Lega’s command
centre showed itself to be an invincible weapon of war. Then, in the
service of Salvini in his dual role as deputy Prime Minister and minister
of the interior, it would be transformed into a decisive instrument for
controlling the agenda of the media and Government, often depriving
the M5s, the Lega’s senior partner—in terms of electoral support and
number of cabinet places—of public attention. The repeated emphasis
given to sovereigntist themes in the name of ‘Italians first’, together with
the rhetoric of ‘common sense’, provided the frames essential to the
Lega’s storytelling (Ventura, 2019). They were discursive and narrative
tools used to capture the public mood, tools that created an imagined
community of those believing in what were simple solutions to complex
problems. Last but not least, Salvini was able to control the media
agenda by adopting a policy of attending the largest number of public
and campaign events possible, especially at the local level. His constant
presence at these events as well as his constant—and very effective—
appearances on television infotainment programmes and in the popular
press (Mazzoni & Mincigrucci, 2020), enabled the Lega both to occupy
the media and to divert attention away from the Government’s poor
performance in terms of actual results. His activity reflected a strategy
that Luca Morisi called ‘TRT’ (Televisione, Rete e Territorio, or Televi-
sion, the Net and Territory), an acronym that referred to the creation
of a virtuous circle between these three elements and which also included
the use of apps for the production and dissemination of memes and posts.
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It was a strategy that had the added advantage of keeping alive in public
perceptions the belief that if things were not working out as they should
have done, then the responsibility lay with a common enemy: European
bureaucrats, NGO vessels acting as water-borne taxis, uncontrolled immi-
gration and so on. The predominantly sovereigntist framing of each issue
entailed the identification of a corresponding solution and therefore the
presentation of Salvini as the ‘heroic captain’ engaged in an epic struggle
on behalf of an outraged population against powerful but not invincible
enemies. The polarisation of public debate also made it possible to engage
in a permanent propaganda campaign especially via social media.

Strengthened by his status as a celebrity leader (Campus, 2020;
Marshall, 2014). Salvini used social networks to create a sense of identifi-
cation and proximity with his fan base, doing so with such dexterity that
it was almost possible to discern the emergence of a new type of party
organisation. This was one based on ‘platform leadership’ (Nunziata,
2021), a variation on the theme of ‘platform politics’, whereby social plat-
forms act as machines for the generation of support for the hyper-leader
(Calise & Musella, 2019). By means of the studied combination of old
and new media, in a hybrid strategy that consciously exploited the connec-
tive, discursive and polarising tendencies of the various networks, Salvini
was able to generate controversial and often aggressive in-group/out-
group conflicts through the use of framing. ‘Social networks amplify
considerably the emotional content already present in electoral communi-
cations, essentially because they are arenas that generate public discourse
by prioritising reactivity over reflexivity’ (Cepernich, 2019: 232). Every
individual is obliged to decide which side s/he is on and to defend his/her
point of view.

All communication arrangements are in effect converted in order to
optimise the effectiveness of social media in the expectation of a more
efficient and effective mobilisation of support. A clear indicator of this
is the structural transformation of the classic party web site. Until a few
years ago considered to lie at the heart of political communication on
the Internet, it is today reduced to the status of a repository of videos,
multi-media materials and access points. Visitors are redirected to social
media platforms where the life of the party, or that of its leader, is carried
on through an uninterrupted flow of posts, tweets, hashtags and reac-
tions. The result is an unmediated form of democracy, one that by-passes
the mediation of parties, media outlets and in some respects of elected
representatives (Diamanti, 2014; Diamanti & Lazar, 2018).
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The Lega’s Parliamentarians

The eighteenth legislature, which was inaugurated with the outcome of
the election of 4 March 2018, introduced a number of novel political
rituals, which together provided the backdrop to one of the most unusual
governments in the history of Italian politics, a government that took
office following an election campaign that was at least as unusual. Indeed,
the run-up to the vote marked a low-point in political and electoral
communication in that it was characterised by negative and aggressive
campaigning based on ample use of fake news and strategies of character
assassination aimed at destroying the credibility of political opponents
(Chiaramonte & De Sio, 2018; Itanes, 2018).

From the perspective of the appointment of the Government, coming
at the end of tortuous negotiations leading to the formation of an
unprecedented and unexpected coalition between the M5s and the Lega,
most of the novelties were contained in the ‘contract for government’
signed by Luigi Di Maio and Matteo Salvini. This was a peculiar coalition
agreement ‘reached by political formations having diverging outlooks, on
the basis of shared programmatic objectives as the binding premise for a
governing alliance’ like the one agreed to by the principal political forces
in Germany in 1961 (Cortelazzo, 2018; Vercesi, 2019). The contract
giving rise to the formation of the ‘yellow-green’ government was not in
fact—unlike the Koalitionsvertrag in the case of Germany—a document
containing a genuine strategic programme (Marangoni & Verzichelli,
2019). Rather, it identified and ‘isolated’ those policies considered non-
negotiable by the two parties (e.g. the ‘flat tax’ in the case of the Lega,
and the citizenship income in the case of the M5s). In summary, the
so-called ‘government of change’ was characterised by the following inno-
vations. First, the contract for government was agreed between two forces
expressing different varieties of populism. Second, the contract was legit-
imised by a ‘citizen base’ (the two parties’ activists) called upon to reach
a verdict on it. Third, the new executive was a ‘bipolar’ government,
one reflecting ‘parallel divergences’ with two deputy prime ministers
competing to define its strategy (Bordignon et al., 2018; De Rosa, 2019).
Fourth, the government was headed by a prime minister who had not
been elected to Parliament and was called upon to act as a third party
rather than as a leader. Finally, the new parliamentary intake reflected an
unusually high level of turnover.
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There was, understandably, a considerable degree of curiosity on
the part of scholars concerning how the new government would func-
tion given its unusual marriage of populism and technocracy, populism
and sovereigntism, populism and anti-system attitudes (Pasquino, 2019).
Together, these marked a new and unprecedented divide that was ‘no
longer the one between left and right but the one separating the
“anti-establishment” from the “mainstream” forces’ (Newell, 2018: 20).

What were also striking were the possible implications for political
conventions of the constant references to the ways in which practices of
direct democracy (made possible by digital platforms) were signs that the
executive was a government of the people.

Against this background, the analysis of constituency communication
presents an opportunity to observe the changes that take place at the level
of representation when placed under the pressure of plebiscitarian tenden-
cies expressed by the direct democracy of the M5s and by the Caesarism
of the Lega with its mythology of the man of strength (Diamanti, 2019).

In this part of the chapter, the main features of the social media
communication of the Lega’s parliamentarians will therefore be identified
and interpreted in light of the socio-demographic, political and institu-
tional variables already used to consider the M5s. Our research hypothesis
is that the constituency communication of the Lega’s parliamentarians
takes place on two levels. On the one hand, it remains heavily influenced
by the values associated with the Lega’s traditional territorial ties without
developing a truly national discourse. On the other hand, thanks to the
constant European framing of its position issues (i.e. national authority
in European decision-making), it reflects the sovereigntist demands of
parties such as the Front National in France, PiS in Poland and Fidesz in
Hungary, while expressing considerable warmth towards Putin’s Russia.

In the aftermath of the election of 2018, the Lega’s representatives in
Parliament were almost all newcomers, and therefore without previous
parliamentary experience, although they did have previous experience
within the party or in local administrations. Approximately 10% of them
could be described as experts and intellectuals who performed ‘political
think-tank’ functions for the group. The Lega’s representatives numbered
185 in total, of which 127 had been elected to the Chamber and 58 to the
Senate. Thus overhauled, the Lega’s parliamentary contingent was able to
embark with renewed decisiveness on a new course, attempting to make
sovereigntist outlooks culturally hegemonic in the country at large. This
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Table 8.1
Geographical
distribution of Lega
parliamentary
representatives

Geographical area Number Percentage

North 141 76.2
Central regions 28 15.1
South 12 6.5
Islands 2 1.1
Europe 2 1.1

was a challenge that would see Salvini’s party aligning itself with conser-
vative demands originating in Eastern Europe and Russia and so shifting
the party increasingly to the right (Passarelli & Tuorto, 2018).

As already mentioned, in 2018 the Lega was victorious in the regions
of the north but also won support in the regions of the south and the
islands, albeit to much a lesser extent. The geographical distribution of
the seats won by the Lega rather closely reflects the distribution of its
electoral support (Table 8.1).

In the Chamber, more than 70% of the Lega’s deputies are between
thirty and forty-nine years of age, thereby confirming a tendency for the
political class to grow younger with the passage of time. 62% have a
degree or a post-graduate qualification. At 29%, women continue to be
under-represented.

With some small differences, the distribution of socio-demographic
characteristics among the Lega’s representatives in the Senate, reflects
that among its representatives in the Chamber: 60% are between forty
and forty-nine years of age. At 32.8%, women remain underrepresented,
though a slightly larger proportion here are female than in the Chamber.
51.8% of the senators have a degree or a post-graduate qualification. Here
too the turnover of the political class is apparent, as a large proportion of
the senators are serving their first legislative terms, while they also include
a small hard core of long-standing representatives such as Umberto Bossi
and Roberto Calderoli.

In short, the Lega’s political class is, as compared to the past, younger,
better educated and more likely to consist of neophytes (81%). Salvini’s
party is, in effect, a new party, one that has retained a small nucleus
of long-standing representatives who have had to assume new outlooks,
adapting themselves to the pressures of sovereigntism internationally.

Our survey of the communication resources at the disposal of Lega
parliamentarians was carried out at a time coinciding with the setting up
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Fig. 8.1 Digital media used by Lega parliamentarians (%)

of the parliamentary commissions in the period from 18 June to 21 July
2018. Figure 8.1 shows that the social media most widely used by the
parliamentarians was Facebook. Twitter and Instagram are in second and
third places respectively, while web sites have increasingly less appeal as
compared to social media. There is a relationship between web resources
on the one hand, and age and gender on the other. However, it is much
weaker than in the past—a sign that technological barriers have long been
overcome and that what differences there are, are ones not of access to
the new media but rather of use, as we shall see below (De Rosa, 2019).

An element of continuity with the past is the relationship between
web resources and level of education. Figure 8.1 shows also that those
with limited educational qualifications (no more than junior-high or high-
school diplomas) have greater difficulty in using sophisticated tools such
as Twitter, preferring to use Instagram, a social media platform that is
easier to use thanks to its emphasis on images. The use of blogs and web
sites in contrast is positively correlated with education, with almost 30%
among the best educated choosing to maintain one.

The Lega’s Response

to the Challenge of Social Media

The relationship between electors and the elected has always been a diffi-
cult subject to study. Political variables such as party loyalty, internal
democracy, electoral support, the breadth and significance of the electoral
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constituency are all elements having a decisive impact on the extent and
the quality of the relationship. To these must be added such individual-
level variables as the political culture, cognitive resources, media capital,
technical skills, personal characteristics and the financial resources of the
representative, all of which affect how s/he exercises his/her mandate.
Then, there are institutional variables, such as the electoral law and the
way in which the parliamentary institutions are structured.

With the advent of the social media, however, the function of repre-
sentation has found new forms of expression, ones that have contributed
to the ‘de-territorialisation’ of representation itself and to its mediation
by technology (De Rosa, 2011).

The disintermediation of representation through the declining role in
it of party organisations has increased the degree of freedom of each
individual representative in the exercise of his or her mandate. The distri-
bution of power within party organisations can also change with changes
in parliamentarians’ personal followings so that an MP can become an
authoritative, popular and above all feared influencer. In this context,
populist discourses have a field day, because through significant social
media followings, politicians once again reunite sociability and polit-
ical engagement and are able to lend to their words a performative,
collective-action function.

In this section we shall describe the use made of social media made by
Lega deputies and senators as revealed by our deployment of the research
tool fanpage karma.1 Subsequently, we shall carry out a qualitative analysis
made possible by a manual classification of the posts—for which purposes
we use the codebook already utilised for the M5s, thus enabling us to
compare the results (see the chapter on the M5s in section 1). More
specifically, we have monitored the official pages of 98 deputies and 37
senators as well as those of the Lega parliamentary groups in the Chamber
and the Senate. The data were gathered in two time periods: from 24
October to 20 November 2018 and from 18 June until 21 July 2019.

The Chamber

During the first of these two periods, Lega deputies published an average
of one post per day, generally, a photograph or an image (58.1%). The
sharing of links and videos accounted for 37.3% and, naturally, prompted
more engagement, while updates accounted for only 4.6% of the total.
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In more detail, while 45% published no more than 20 posts during
the period considered, 32% (in the 21–40 range) published an average
of around one post per day. Meanwhile, at 23% overall, the propor-
tion of deputies publishing more than one post per day was rather small
(Fig. 8.2).

In terms of engagement with the published posts, five deputies
accounted for 56.4% of the total number of reactions. The success of the
deputy Alex Bazzaro (Fig. 8.3), occupying first place, is explained in part
by his skills and in part by his role. He is, in fact, a social media manager
and a member of the communications team coordinated by Luca Morisi,
which served Matteo Salvini in his role as a minister. He has also worked
as an on-site assistant at the European Parliament for the MEP, Lorenzo
Fontana, and for the online newspaper, il Populista.

The distribution of deputies by number of followers (Fig. 8.4) suggests
that a large number of them (51%) had difficulty in constructing their own
circles of friends.
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In the research we carried out into the M5s (De Rosa, 2019) these
deputies are what we called the ‘new arrivals’, generally persons with little
or no personal notoriety. In the middle of the distribution, an interme-
diate category (27%) appears to have some personal notoriety probably
acquired during the course of political or administrative activities at a local
level. We have called them ‘water carriers’ because they bring added value
to the party’s communication. In the case of the M5s, they represent that
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Table 8.2 Distribution
of Lega deputies by
Page Performance Index
scores

PPI Number Per cent

0%–25% 20 51
26%–50% 10 26
51%–75% 5 13
76%–100% 4 10

class of outsider among journalists and intellectuals chosen to represent
the Movement perhaps as candidates in the single-member colleges. At
the other end of the distribution, we find the old guard, the party veterans
who have been able to establish their own constituencies in a number of
legislatures and during the course of various high-profile appointments.

An additional analytic tool we deployed is the Page Performance Index
(PPI). The PPI is a summary indicator combining the level of engagement
with the average growth of the page within the space of a week. The
distribution of deputies by PPI reveals that, in terms of the acquisition of
followers and engagement with posts, the majority of Lega deputies are
not very active in managing their official pages. Meanwhile, 23% (in the
51–100 range) reach a satisfactory level of performance (Table 8.2).

The analysis of Twitter data, in line with expectations, produces even
more disappointing results. The average number of tweets published per
day is 1. Of these, 41.4% contain shared material, 38.4% contain new
material and 20.3% are responses to other tweets. Most of the tweets
(55%) consist of text; the sharing of links (27%) is in second place; the
use of images accounts for 15.8%. However, the deputies who are not
very active, who write very little, amount to 74% of the total and indeed
of these, 26 with institutional profiles failed to publish a single tweet
during the period considered. 26% published a larger number of tweets
than average and of these 6% could be considered as compulsive tweeters
(Fig. 8.5).

They include individuals, such as the already mentioned Alex Bazzaro,
less well known to media consumers (Fig. 8.6). They also include well-
known personalities such as Massimiliano Fedriga currently president of
the Autonomous Region of Friuli Venezia Giulia but still a deputy at the
time we collected our data. Others belonging to the category are Barbara
Saltamartini—belonging to the tendency of right-wing sympathisers based
in Rome and very popular with the Lega secretary of state, Giancarlo
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Fig. 8.5 Distribution
of Lega deputies by
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Giorgetti—who expresses the outlook espoused by Salvini in its purest
form.
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Also belonging to the category are Guglielmo Picchi, who switched
his allegiance to the Lega after a long career in Silvio Berlusconi’s
Popolo della Libertà (People of Freedom, Pdl), and Claudio Borghi—the
economist and economics editor for the newspaper, il Giornale—who,
together with Alberto Bagnai, is one of the Lega’s most well-known
opponents of the single currency. After an initial flirtation with the M5s,
Borghi in 2014 wrote for the Lega a manual entitled Basta Euro. Elected
to Parliament in 2018, he is currently chair of the Chamber’s Budget
Commission (Fig. 8.7). He is also the deputy with the largest number of
followers (27.7), who writes the largest number of tweets (1463 during
our period of data collection 34.6%), and who is the most re-tweeted and
most popular.

The Senate

During the first data collection period, Lega senators published on
average 1.4 posts per day. In most cases (54.5%), the contents consisted
of photographs or images. 22.8% of the posts represented the sharing of
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videos, 20.8% the sharing of links and only 1.9% consisted solely of text. A
recourse to images failed to raise the level of engagement, which remained
below that stimulated by the other types of post.

Productivity, in terms of the number of posts published, was not espe-
cially high (Fig. 8.8). During the period mentioned, 41% published up to
10 posts, while 27% were in the intermediate category with between 11
and 40. 23% of the senators published an above-average number of posts.

The distribution of senators by the number of followers (Fig. 8.9)
reveals that an intermediate category is practically non-existent and that
the distribution is rather polarised. It is as if the parliamentary party
were composed of two different blocks: the newcomers, serving their
first legislative terms, and a nomenclature, perhaps a ‘magic circle’,
resulting from the accumulation of parliamentary experience and political
experience within the party.
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Fig. 8.8 Lega senators by number of posts published (%)
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In terms of the interaction generated, aside from the clear primacy
of Salvini revealed by the data, five senators alone account for 65.6% of
the interactions overall (Fig. 8.11) while in Fig. 8.12 the group of Lega
influencers, able to engage in conversation in the Twitter Sphere, is clearly
visible.

In terms of the PPI, 47% of the senators have very low scores (Table
8.3). These senators seem uninterested either in seeing their pages grow
or in generating interest in their posts. In all probability they are the
same senators as those who communicate by using images or slogans
(#primaglitaliani). 37% are found in the two highest categories (Table
8.3) as senators who are more proactive in creating an online presence
for themselves.

Table 8.3 Distribution
of Lega senators by
Page Performance Index
scores

PPI Number Per cent

0%–25% 9 47
26%–50% 3 16
51%–75% 3 16
76%–100% 4 21



228 A. CRISCITIELLO AND R. DE ROSA

On Twitter, the situation would appear to be different both in terms
of the number of tweets and in terms of the type of format. We analysed
the profiles of 35 senators who publish on average 3.3 posts per day and
in 46.4% of the cases the material they publish is new. Meanwhile, 10%
of the tweets are responses to others and therefore represent the posts of
the most interactive among the Lega’s senators (Fig. 8.10).

This finding would appear to confirm the senators’ preference for the
microblogging platform when it comes to making their presence felt in
the public sphere that counts. It is a finding that is broadly consistent
with those of the numerous other studies on the political uses of Twitter
(Bentivegna, 2015). Yet the disaggregated data paint a different picture,
revealing, for example, that 56% of senators wrote between 0 and 20 posts
during the period analysed, and therefore that more than half of popu-
lation of cases make little or no use of the platform. If we add to them
the group of senators who publish much below the average, then the
percentage of senators who use Twitter in a rather passive way is as much
as 74%. In short, even though it is considered politicians’ preferred social
medium, this platform is used by very few, with 12% using it compulsively,
including Salvini, Bagnai, Centinaio and Pirovano (Fig. 8.11).
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Fig. 8.10 Type of Tweets by Lega senators
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A high-profile role is occupied by Alberto Bagnai. Bagnai represents
the Lega’s cultural élite and is therefore recognised as an intellectual
authority, so much so that his tweets—which are extremely critical of
the Italian left, of immigration policy, of Europe and of Germany—are
the most popular after those of Salvini. The regionalist themes appear to
be absent barring their return in the form of assertions of the need to
protect Italian culture and traditions. The case of Bagnai is very inter-
esting because despite what one might think, he is much more prolific
than Salvini (accounting for 56.8% as against Salvini’s 13.1%). Moreover,
though having by far the largest number of followers, Salvini is behind
Stefano Borghesi in terms of the level of engagement and behind several
others in terms of interactions and conversations (Figs. 8.12 and 8.13).

These findings undoubtedly paint a less distinct picture, one in which
Salvini’s leadership seems less absolute and his strategy more oriented to
creating a contagion effect. With 90.2%, Salvini is, indeed, the senator that
receives the most retweets and likes and holds the stage in political debate.
Despite the high level of engagement, Salvini is not in fact among those
senators whose posts stimulate a large number of interactions. In contrast,
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a small group of senators, some with positions in government, are more
active in holding conversations in the unusual public sphere created
by Twitter, with Salvini located in fifth place (11.3%: Fig. 8.13). This
contrasts with Salvini’s otherwise high profile resulting from the emphasis
on broadcasting in the management of his communication strategy.

Unlike the posts published on Facebook, the tweets predominantly
consist of text (45.1%). The sharing of links is in second place with 33.6%,
while the use of images (photographs and graphics) accounts for only
18.4% of the tweets. A residual proportion (2.9%) involves the use of
links with visual content.

In addition, both the Facebook and Twitter data reveal that there is
a positive correlation between performance and level of education. With
the exception of Salvini, who does not have a university degree, the best
performances are almost always those of parliamentarians with a degree
or post-graduate qualification, and this is even more the case among the
Lega’s senators who are much more active on the microblogging platform
than their counterparts in the Chamber of Deputies. Clearly, this result
is also a product of the political experience, the role and above all the
reputational capital the parliamentarian has built up over time.
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The growth in the Lega’s fan base over time is remarkable. The
virtual consistency just of the deputies with Facebook accounts in July
2018 amounted to around 473,000 followers, while by October 2018
their number had almost doubled to 910,000 followers, representing an
increase of 92% (Fig. 8.14). However, the rate of growth then slowed
such that in June-July 2019—despite the Lega’s striking success in the
2019 European Parliament election at which it took 34.33% of the vote—
the Lega’s virtual constituency had grown by just 200,000, representing
an increase of 21%. In the Senate, the trend was much more positive
with increases of more than 145% in both waves following the first one.
Thereby, the small élite sitting in the Senate saw its following grow
considerably, with Bagnai occupying first place. Figure 8.15 also shows
the effect of Salvini, whose followers grew in number at a constant rate of
15% from a much higher starting point than for other senators. Overall,
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the Lega’s constituency amounted to more than 5 million followers,
around half the number of followers of the M5s, which could count on a
communications strategy that was scientifically organised, was professional
and was above all extremely well targeted.
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With regard to Twitter (Fig. 8.15), in the period to November 2018,
the constituency of Lega parliamentarians grew by 300% in the case of
the party’s deputies and by 27% in the case of the senators, before then
slowing down, while Salvini’s constituency grew at a constant rate over
time and by 20% during the course of one year. Overall, he had just over
a million followers at the end of the period.

In other words, during the final period of our analysis, the Lega leader
alone accounted for 69% of the party’s followers on Facebook, thereby
bringing a decisive element of personalisation to his party. There was a
very similar distribution on Twitter, where Salvini alone accounted for
83% of the followers in respect of the pages analysed. Naturally, the find-
ings were influenced by the overall numbers of representatives elected to
the two chambers of Parliament, but this does not diminish the force of
our point concerning the effect of personalisation.

So far, it would seem that Lega parliamentarians’ Facebook commu-
nication in the months after the start of the eighteenth legislature and
the yellow-green government’s term of office, counted for little in the
communication of the party. They were not very active in publishing
posts, which were mostly based on the sharing of images, links and videos,
and they mostly had low scores on the PPI, suggesting difficulty or a
lack of interest in building a following for themselves. The parliamentary
groups were not very active either. The Lega’s group in the Senate could
count on little more than 22,000 followers, while the party’s group in
the Chamber had not many more than 24,000. These figures were ten
times below the corresponding figures for the M5s. Indeed, the financial
resources devoted to communication did not seem particularly conspic-
uous either. In 2018, the Lega’s group in the Senate spent e287,000 on
communication, a sum that probably also included the cost of the one
collective resource supporting communication, the press officer, whose
Twitter account (@ufficiopressleganord) shows that he managed both
groups jointly. Of the two groups, only the one in the Senate maintained
a web site enabling it to give a public account of its activity and to publish
official accounts of its expenditure. Curiously, the web site retains in its
title (leganordgrupposenato.org) the word ‘North’ which the Lega has
been attempting to put behind it in its efforts to gain credit as a party
with a nation-wide appeal.2 On Twitter, neither group can be described
as at all successful with the group in the Senate having just 1245 followers,
the group in the Chamber as few as 715.
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Classification

These data would be subject to possible misinterpretation in the absence
of further consideration of the messages’ substance, which is likely to
reveal better how Lega parliamentarians interpret their mandates. To that
end we drew a sample of 6000 Facebook posts, categorising them in terms
of issue (or ‘post object’) and objective (or ‘post rationale’) according to
the methodology described in the chapter on the M5s in section 1.

Summarising, the classification by issue (‘post object’) aimed to capture
the role performed by each parliamentarian in carrying out his/her
expressive function in relation to his/her principal stakeholders (such as
the Government, his/her electoral constituency, the M5s and so on).
The classification by ‘post rationale’ is designed to take account of
the three analytic dimensions distinguished by Rosanvallon in Counter-
Democracy (oversight, judgement, interdiction). We used these for the
purposes of considering the Lega because this party has always had
a radical anti-establishment profile despite switching the object of its
hostility from ‘thieving Rome’ to ‘the Brussels bureaucrats’. Account-
ability, responsiveness, constituency services, and engagement are the
other criteria.

In all, 300 posts from the data collected between June and July 2019
were classified, as were 500 posts from the November 2018 wave.

The results of this exercise are especially interesting if compared with
those for the Lega’s (now former) governing ally, the M5s, because they
are revelatory of the existence of two contrasting strategies.

In the autumn 2018 wave, the ‘post object’ variable suggests that the
Lega was less clearly focussed on references to the Government, with the
territorial and party dimensions being much more in evidence due to the
electoral imperatives associated with the vote in Trentino (Fig. 8.16). The
Lega’s parliamentary activity is present, but it is almost always secondary
to the activity of the Government due to the debates surrounding the
Documento di Economia e Finanza (Economic and Finance Document,
DEF) and fiscal policies such as tax reductions and the ‘quota 100’
pensions reform. There are several acknowledgements of Salvini’s impor-
tance in the form of endorsements and restrained affirmations of the
Lega’s values. In the case of the M5s, constituency communication was in
contrast almost exclusively a means of lending support to the activity of
the Government, with parliamentary activity almost always being referred
to from the perspective of the legislature’s scrutiny function, the implicit
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message being, ‘we are working on your behalf’. References to the
territory appeared to be a means by which parliamentarians sought to
compensate for a lack of involvement in parliamentary business (De Rosa,
2019). For the Lega, in contrast, the territory remained the chosen
ground on which to offer concrete answers in terms of greater resources
and protection, and a form of the political garrison the parliamentarian
could claim to represent.

The classification by ‘post rationale’ (Fig. 8.17) revealed a heavy
emphasis on the activity of engagement with a prevalence of two of the
dimensions of representation—accountability and responsiveness—which
could be summed up in the phrase, ‘for us, facts speak for them-
selves’, as it is highlighted by the connection among accountability and
responsiveness.

In the graph showing the data gathered in June and July 2019
(Fig. 8.18), while the territorial dimension retains its importance, refer-
ences to the activity of the Government decline significantly. While
national issues are present, they are referred to almost exclusively by
the Lega’s élite and by Lega parliamentarians with government positions
(among them Matteo Salvini, Alberto Bagnai, Claudio Borghi and Gian



236 A. CRISCITIELLO AND R. DE ROSA

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
Oversight

Interdic on

Judgement

Responsiveness Statement

Accountability StatementEngagement

Cons tuency Services &
Advocacy

Outreach ini a ves

Personal/reputa on

LEGA MPs, Classification by Post Rational, II study 24 October to 20th 
of November, 2018  

Fig. 8.17 Classification by ‘post rationale’, Lega, November 2018

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80

government

media debate

parliament

value statement

endorsmentLega

personal considera ons

territory

general issues

Lega, Post object, I st, 18 giugno-21 luglio 2019

Fig. 8.18 Classification by ‘post object’, Lega July 2019



8 THE SHAPE OF WATER: THE CONSTITUENCY COMMUNICATION … 237

Marco Centinaio): politicians who dictate the political agenda and have an
important role in framing the policies of the Government. References to
parliamentary activities begin to have a double characteristic: informative
on the one hand and critical on the other—like the posts addressed to the
M5s and to Di Maio in the form of questions. If in the case of the M5s,
parliamentary activity is essentially an activity carried on in support of the
Government, in the case of the Lega, this link appears to be more tenuous
and to have, rather, a more nearly grandstanding function. Indeed, in
the graph showing the results of the classification in terms of ‘post ratio-
nale’ (Fig. 8.19) the function of posts in expressing criticism and negative
judgements of the Partito Democratico (Democratic Party, PD), the M5s,
Europe and individual ministers stands out clearly.

Hence, accountability and responsiveness are less in evidence as
compared to engagement, and the themes would seem to be redolent

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90
oversight

engagement

judgement

accountability

responsivenessinterdic on

outreach ini a ves

other

cons tuency services

Lega, Post Rational,  I st, 18 giugno-21 luglio 2019

Fig. 8.19 Classification by ‘post rationale’, Lega June-July 2019



238 A. CRISCITIELLO AND R. DE ROSA

of an election campaign in the offing. The language becomes more inci-
sive with a heavy use of hashtags, almost non-existent in the case of the
M5s. The hashtag is used to render communication via Facebook more
professional, even though it does not appear to have any purpose other
than the creation of easy-to-remember soundbites. Finally, engagement
takes the form not only of invitations to participate in demonstrations and
events, to watch videos or to read interviews, but also to take certain posi-
tions. Despite Salvini’s efforts to give the Lega credibility as a party with
a nation-wide appeal, at heart it remains deeply attached to its regional
origins, and such is the nature of the Lega’s representation in Parliament.

M5s and the Lega: The Disputed Constituency

In the preliminary phase of our research, we posed many questions
concerning the relations between Parliament and the Government, the
power relations between the M5s and the Lega and the ultimately unsuc-
cessful pursuit of ‘symmetry’ between the two leaders in pectore: Di
Maio and Salvini. The first was supported by a broad and cohesive parlia-
mentary majority, the latter by a much less compact electoral coalition,
which he was willing to abandon for the chance to enter government.
For both parties, formation of the government was a game played out
along two dimensions: national politics and Europe. On one hand, the
‘global framing’ of national issues served to shift the hierarchy of respon-
sibilities to a higher level, on the other, the territorial dimension remained
significant thanks to the distribution of the two parties’ electoral support
and their policies. The Lega is still affected by its autonomous tradition
solidly built around the centre-periphery cleavage while the M5s, having
focussed on the state vs market cleavage, found itself rooted in the south
of the country.

In this section, we will compare M5s and Lega parliamentarians in
terms of a limited number of parameters. The comparison was also
conducted across two time periods using the data collected several months
after the Government took office. These data were gathered from 24
October to 20 November 2018. By then, the Government had already
presented the DEF and debate on the budget had begun with spikes of
greater drama around the increase in the spread and the rejection of the
budget by the EU.
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In the second period, we notice some important differences compared
to the first period analysed. In fact, the professionalisation of commu-
nication is continued, with continued switching from personal profiles
to pages on the most popular social medium: Facebook. This increase
in ‘professionalization’ amounts to around 11% of the cases in both the
Chamber and the Senate. What we called ‘water carriers’ in the meantime
gained much more visible and relevant positions in the Movement.

United in government, the M5s and the Lega remained unrelated and
distinct in Parliament, also in terms of their social communication strate-
gies. Comparative analysis of how the Lega and the M5s use social media
confirms Salvini’s driving effect on the Lega. The effect can be seen in
both social networks where—with over 3 million Facebook followers in
the second study—Salvini occupies 74% of the Lega’s communication
space (Figs. 8.20, 8.21, 8.22 and 8.23).

On the other hand, Di Maio with over 2 million followers on Facebook
occupies 28% of the Five-star Movement’s communication space but can
rely on a better distributed and more productive constituency, which, in
the second study, reaches 5 million followers.

Fig. 8.20 M5s and Lega by Facebook followers
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Fig. 8.21 Leader versus parties, second study

Di Maio
28%

M5s MPS
72%

M5s MPs versus Di Maio by number of Fb fans

Di Maio M5s MPS

Fig. 8.22 Lega and M5s Twitter followers, first and second study



8 THE SHAPE OF WATER: THE CONSTITUENCY COMMUNICATION … 241

0 100000 200000 300000 400000 500000 600000 700000 800000 900000 1000000

M5S Chamber

M5S Senate

Di MAIO

LEGA Chamber

LEGA Senate

SALVINI

Twi er followers by Lega and M5s, I and II study

TW follower  II Study TW follower Ist study

Fig. 8.23 M5s and Lega by Twitter followers

The situation is similar on Twitter. Salvini, with almost one million
followers, occupies 71% of the Lega’s communication space, while the
opposite is true for the M5s, where Di Maio occupies just over 23%.
In other words, as already discussed in the first part of this chapter, the
M5s seems to have a scientific approach to social media management, is
fully aware of its opportunities and limits, and is able to exploit both the
Facebook algorithms and the power of the networks. The leadership effect
is present, but it is mitigated by a better organisation of resources that
makes the ‘tortoise formation’ an indispensable strength for a movement
that has no solid roots in the regions or a well-structured organisation on
the ground. On the other side, it is evident that the Lega’s propaganda
machine, sadly known as ‘The Beast’, serves only to raise the profile of
the Lega’s leader but leaves everything else to the discretion of individual
parliamentarians. In fact, for the Lega members, there is a lower level of
professionalisation. Yet, what is quite self-evident is that the Lega in these
months has grown in support at the expense of the M5s.

Again, for comparative reasons, we have also categorised the posts
qualitatively using the same classification as the one outlined in Sect. “The
M5s: From Protest Party to Competitive Party”. The original purpose
was to verify how strong the Five-star Movement’s counter-democratic
approach was at the parliamentary level, and to what extent the parliamen-
tarians were forced to seek their legitimacy outside the institutions and
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in the territories. We have also extended the classification to the Lega, in
order to make evident any points of contact between the two movements.

Facebook Tracking Exposed tracked 18,000 posts in that period. Aside
from the redundancy effect of the Facebook algorithm, 6663 posts were
isolated and of these 1000 constitute the corpus of ‘status’ type posts
rather than simple shares. The classified sample is therefore composed of
1000 posts: 262 for the League and 738 for the M5s.

Analysis, across the two periods, of the ‘post object’ variable brings
very substantial evidence to light (Fig. 8.24). The communication activity
of M5s parliamentarians is, in the second period, dominated by the
Government’s activities with correspondingly less space devoted to the
activities of Parliament and ordinary MPs, a source of pride and satis-
faction in the first phase. It is evident that the parliamentary agenda in
the second period was dominated by the budget debates and the stale-
mate surrounding the budget. Very few laws were passed. References to
the values of the M5s were also fewer. This probably reflected the retreat
of the M5s on a number of controversial policies such as Ilva and TAP
(Trans Adriatic Pipeline)—both of which were related to the industrial
development of a region—as well as the controversy sparked by Salvini’s
so-called ‘Security’ decree. On the other hand, the number of posts on
local issues—visits; politicians’ presence at ceremonies; inspections; news
of the various emergencies; activities organised by M5s groups locally;
symbolic events such as the #plasticfree campaign—reached a peak.

The character of the M5s as a protest movement, still present in the
first period, also seems to have faded (Fig. 8.24). Of the three dimensions
highlighted by Rosanvallon, only judgement seems to persist. However,
the judgement in question is more obviously directed against the left,
the media, past governments, the banks, the European institutions, and
sometimes against the lack of action of certain regions to address envi-
ronmental problems such as smog in Emilia Romagna, or the Mose’s
question in Veneto. Compared to the first period, the number of state-
ments concerning accountability increases. They are used to affirm the
presence of MPs in the localities by highlighting, for example, their
engagement with local companies or agricultural supply chains. State-
ments also show them on missions, listening to citizens’ requests, cleaning
beaches or planting trees, expressing sympathy with disaster victims or
participating in national commemorations of various kinds. In short, M5s
representatives communicate more than before and continue to support
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the Government but there are few opportunities for them to showcase
their activities other than ratifying decisions already taken.

The Lega’s record in terms of the ‘post object’ variable—with refer-
ences to the Government being less salient than references related to
the territorial and party dimensions—is somewhat different (Fig. 8.16).
There is no shortage of endorsements of Salvini and a limited number
of affirmations of the League’s values. On the other hand, the profile
of post objectives is more or less identical to that of the M5s, with
more pronounced critical judgments (directed at the Democratic Party,
the banks, immigrants, experts and the media). There are few references
to constituency services and many accountability statements, somewhat
better connected to the things that were being done (Fig. 8.17). In sum,
if references to localities compensate for the limited parliamentary activity
of the M5s, for the League Parliament continues to be an arena with the
potential to offer concrete answers in terms of more resources and greater
protection, despite the party’s aspiration to become a truly national party.
MPs play the role of local promoters taking the opportunity to ‘cultivate’
both their own constituencies and their identities.

Conclusion

As we have repeatedly mentioned, the general election of 2018 had a
significant impact on Italian parties and the Italian party system, and
especially on Matteo Salvini’s Lega. The three most important edited
collections to have studied the elections in depth have emphasised the
significance, in turn, of the nature of the election campaign and voters’
desires for radical change (Chiaramonte & De Sio, 2018); the success
of the populists’ political project (Itanes, 2018), and concerns arising
from the sense that the country had reached a political stalemate (Isti-
tuto Cattaneo 2018). Obviously, many of the studies also focussed on the
novel aspects of the Lega, from its election campaign to its use of social
media, from the increasingly evident personalisation of its leadership to
its Euroscepticism and its conquest of the leadership of the coalition of
the centre right.

The election was also a watershed from the point of view of parliamen-
tary representation. There was a high level of turnover and considerable
socio-demographic change, with many more young people finding their
way into the two chambers of Parliament. This was to be explained in
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some cases by the deployment of revised, more open procedures of candi-
date recruitment, in others by candidate selection decisions made directly
by the party leaders and their willingness to look beyond the ideological
confines of their parties. The Lega, for example, fielded candidates who
had more in common with the extreme right and with neo-fascism than
with the traditional values of the Lega as expressed by Umberto Bossi.
In general, a large proportion of the Lega’s parliamentary representatives
have prior political experience acquired in administrative institutions or
local politics, but they include a residual component of so-called ‘national
untouchables’ and ‘national mandarins’ (Marino et al., 2019). In light
of this information, the data we have presented above can be better
understood.

This (obviously limited) analysis of the Lega’s activity online, has
thrown up a number of issues for further research, not least because it has
been carried out following the first important electoral test for Salvini’s
Lega following the debacle of 2013.

The in-depth analysis of constituency communication in the periods
June 2018 and November 2019 has made it possible to show that the
online communication of Lega parliamentarians has a direct, concise and
personal style.

In contrast to M5s parliamentarians, whose communication was for the
most part governed externally and more complex in terms of substance,
the communication of the Lega’s parliamentarians was in essence neither
structural nor structured. Neither was it professionally managed, and Lega
parliamentarians appeared to have no small difficulty in using their own
channels of communication efficiently.

Parliamentarians used Facebook communication to control the media,
to highlight the position of the #LegaDiGoverno, to reaffirm their
support for #Salvini and to attack opponents #ilpartitodibibbiano. When
they referred to their parliamentary activity, they did so by posting the
parliamentary agenda, the results of votes and the texts of parliamentary
questions tabled for a reply by their governing allies. The tones adopted
when referring to their governing ally were sometimes sharp but almost
never those of a full-on political attack—not even in July 2019 when, as
we know, the governing alliance was not far off its actual collapse.

However, the most interesting aspect of the Lega’s constituency
communication concerns the fact that the use of social media does not
seem to contribute to what has been called the ‘deterritorialisation of
representation’ (De Rosa, 2011). On the contrary, the territory has
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assumed a completely new function. That is, it represents neither the
substance nor the recipient of the message but the source: the opportunity
for parliamentarians to be local promoters , speaking of the territory, using
and resending information deriving from the territory—such as informa-
tion concerning festivals, local celebrations, sporting events, Unesco sites,
traditional products and news stories.

The narrative that emerges from the analysis of constituency commu-
nication is one of parliamentarians’ constant—but virtual—presidium of a
political space that is found, not at the country’s centre, in its capital city,
but rather in the local administrations, in local businesses, football teams,
hunting, shooting and fishing clubs, Lega celebrations and so on—as if in
its heart the party had never freed itself of the localism of the initial years
of its existence.

This activity of presidium of the local territory takes place alongside
a use of news that reveals an awareness of algorithmic behaviour. That
is, parliamentarians know that by ‘localising’ their messages, by including
the name of a village, a town or a city, Facebook will circulate their posts
in a more discriminating manner, addressing them to users registered
in the areas they have cited, thus creating a definite sense of ‘pres-
ence’. In this way, Italian citizens are distinguished by region—Sicilians,
Calabresi, Umbri, Venetians, Lombards and so on—in order to emphasise
the cultural differences that provide fuel for the political project expressed
in the Lega’s ‘federal’ ambitions. The Lega parliamentarians are successful
in managing two communication objectives. On the one hand, through
‘localisation’ they are able to signal their presence alongside their voters
and through their ‘algorithmic awareness’ they are able to ‘micro-target’
their messages thus heightening their impact. On the other hand, the
issue of Italian citizens distinguished by region responds to the ‘paradox’
involved in the Lega’s sovereigntism with its national (and nationalist)
appeals, and its acceptance of varying degrees of autonomy for each of
the regions, an issue it brought to the cabinet table in February 2019,
showing that its federal ambitions have never been abandoned.

The local area therefore seems to continue to have an expressive
function in terms of representation, almost an agency function, where
parliamentarians act as channels of visibility for issues and events that
would otherwise remain outside of the national media spotlight. The
whole of the reality show is played out in its entirety in a game of
mirrors between representativeness and representation, with the hashtag
#NessunoNeParla.
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This issue of representativeness and localistic representation of the
territory seems to conflict with the national image Salvini has sought
to create for Lega, presenting it as a ‘sovereigntist’ entity ever since he
became the party’s leader. Though this might be thought to point to
the presence of contradictory messages, in reality representatives of the
Lega, a party established over 30 years ago, manage, like the representa-
tives of other long-standing sovereigntist parties, to hold together the new
sovereigntist rhetoric and their party’s traditional cultural and ideological
legacy.

As the data analysis gave us cause to remark, the impact of the inher-
ited belief system founded on local ties and the notion of local autonomy
remains significant despite the turnover of the Lega’s parliamentary party.
In their constituency communication, Lega parliamentarians show a well-
developed capacity to defend the traditional values of ‘their’ people and
to maximise their policy responsiveness while promoting a ‘sovereigntist’
narrative at the same time. In doing so they exemplify what has been
called ‘the two-way-street of institutionalisation’ (Borri & Verzichelli,
2021): on the one hand a return to their cultural origins, on the other
the promotion of renewal through their acceptance of populist and
sovereigntist claims imposed on the party by its leader.

Personalisation and leaderisation of the party are obviously the
phenomena most conducive to the persistence of specific populist and
sovereigntist issues.

The new Lega, as we have seen, exemplifies to an extreme degree
the idea of a ‘leader with a party’ (Bordignon, 2014; Calise, 2010;
Morlino & Raniolo, 2018). The effect of Salvini’s (hyper)leadership is so
all-encompassing that his communication coincides tout court with the
party’s communications infrastructure. The systematic use of the hashtag
#Salvini in parliamentarians’ posts is symptomatic of their desire to inter-
cept flows of communication converging on the leader, to become part
of his system of notification and, if possible, to be republished on his
Facebook page—while they very rarely use the hashtags of other party
leaders.

In light of this study, a number of questions remain to be answered
concerning the future prospects and challenges facing the constituency
communication of Lega representatives—both with regard to the sustain-
ability of the trade-off between historical legacy and sovereigntist inno-
vation and with regard to their dependence on the leader’s political
strategy.
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Notes

1. fanpage karma is a tool for the monitoring and analysis of performances
on social networks, one that offers suggestions concerning strategies for
reaching and increasing the involvement of public audiences in social
profiles. For the purposes of the present work, the tool has been used
to monitor and analyse the communicative performances of Lega parlia-
mentarians via social media platforms.

2. With a link redirecting the visitor to the legasenato.org domain.
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CHAPTER 9

Traditional Ideologies in Modern
Technologies: The Constituency

Communication of the Law and Justice Party
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The Polish political system has much in common with the Spanish and
Italian systems. It is a parliamentary regime; it has a multiparty system
and coalition governments; a bicameral parliament; a sharing of power
between the executive and the legislature. In 2015, for the first time since
the fall of communism, the Law and Justice party (conservative in terms
of ideology and leftist when it comes to social and economic policy) won
a majority in Parliament (taking 235 of the 460 seats) and was able to
form an independent (non-coalition) government.
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The overall majority enabled Law and Justice leaders to carry out a
number of reforms in the area of social policy—e.g. the so-called 500
+ Child Benefit Programme; the introduction of free medical care for
pensioners; an increase in pensions—all of which were warmly welcomed
by Polish citizens. In the area of the judicial system, and in the area of
the state-owned media, reform resulted in massive protests. Four years of
governing led to several crises due to cases of abuse of power, corruption
scandals and economic protests (involving strikes by doctors, teachers,
parents and the guardians of disabled children).

These circumstances make the constituency communication of Law
and Justice MPs quite interesting; and it is important to assess not only
who engages in constituency communication—whether party leaders or
back-bench MPs who rely on the support of voters in their constituen-
cies—but also what channels of communication they use (whether direct,
traditional local media or social media channels); the topics covered,
and the rhetorical styles adopted. We shall also examine how senders of
constituency communication balance communications about their own
activities and local issues, with communications about the successes and
failures of the party and government whose base they constitute.

The Constituency Communication

of Law and Justice

Observing the national media, especially from the perspective of big cities,
one can get the impression that communication mainly concerns the rela-
tionship between party leaders, the government and political institutions
on the one hand, and the general public—the voters—on the other. The
communication space is dominated by matters of national importance; by
the main broadcasters—speaking on behalf of the government, ministries,
and parliamentary party groups—and by political leaders: party leaders,
regional leaders, leaders of parliamentary groups, heads of parliamentary
committees, political experts, ministers and their deputies. Meanwhile,
however, interesting communication processes take place at the local level.

They are related, first, to the communication of local politicians (at
all levels) with their local communities; second—and this aspect will be
the subject of this chapter—to communication activities undertaken by
members of Parliament in the constituencies for which they were elected.
There is a large group of MPs who are not nationally recognized political
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leaders. Their places on electoral lists, and subsequently the number of
votes they win, are functions of their local activity.

Therefore, in order to draw a complete picture of political commu-
nication mechanisms, it is important to ask, what is the substance of
MPs’ local political communication? What communication channels do
they use? Who is their target group? What is the leading theme of their
messages: do they help at the local level to strengthen the communica-
tion of their parties, explain and support, or criticize the policies of the
government and the president?—or do MPs focus on building their own
political positions—in terms of recognition and popularity—and commu-
nicate messages about their own parliamentary activities and achievements
in working for the region from which they were elected? Do they rein-
force the policies of the leaders or focus on their own political images
within the groups their positions depend upon (Annusewicz, 2017)?

Given the constitutional principle that parliamentarians carry out their
duties without binding mandates, one might expect them to contribute
mostly to the political communication of the parties they represent. In
practice, political pragmatism may induce them to take more interest in
local issues: to engage in them and communicate about them.

The above-mentioned research problem is obviously wide-ranging and
should ultimately be examined multi-dimensionally—in the context of
both different communication channels, and differences between, on the
one hand, MPs forming the parliamentary majority sustaining the govern-
ment, and on the other, opposition MPs. Our starting point is an attempt
to analyse qualitatively the constituency communication of the ruling
party’s MPs and to verify the content and form of political messages sent
via Twitter between MPs, members of the Law and Justice parliamentary
group, and voters residing in their electoral districts.

Polish politicians willingly reach for online channels of political
communication. Of course, not all of them are equally keen, but since
the 2000s it has become standard to have a personal website and actively
to maintain it especially during the campaign period preceding an election
in which a politician takes part. Occasionally, politicians have maintained
blogs. The emergence and dynamic development of social media, and
in particular the growth in numbers of users, has brought about signif-
icant change and acceleration in the development of remote political
communication.

It is worth noting here that, from the mid-2000s, the supply of politics
on the main Polish TV stations (TVP1, TVP2, TVN, Polsat) gradually
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decreased. Political journalism and extended news services were moved
to thematic channels launched by the parent stations (TVP Info, TVN24,
TVN24Bis, Polsat News, Superstacja). These, however, did not attract
large audiences. At the same time, news portals on the Internet began
to develop (for example, Onet.pl, wp.pl, Interia.pl, Gazeta.pl and many
others). It was no wonder that politicians decided to seize the opportu-
nity and start communicating through social media. They also followed in
the footsteps of foreign politicians, most notably Barack Obama, whose
victorious election campaign in 2008 represented a breakthrough in terms
of the use of social media channels.

According to data from the Centre for Political Analysis at the Univer-
sity of Warsaw, in 2014 84% of Polish politicians (the sample group
included all MPs, senators, MEPs, ministers, the Prime Minister and
President) had Facebook accounts, while 48% had Twitter accounts.
Meanwhile, 60% of Poles reported that they had access to the
Internet (Annusewicz & Morawski, 2014). Unpublished data from 2019
showed that 94% of politicians then had a Facebook account; 72% had
Twitter accounts, and 75% of citizens had access to the Internet. Interest-
ingly, 89% of political accounts on Facebook and 83% of those on Twitter
were active.

For Polish political communication, Twitter is of particular impor-
tance. This is because journalists writing about politics are particularly
active on this social medium. Thus, Twitter in Poland has de facto become
a special online information channel, where politicians, journalists as well
as bloggers, experts and commentators publish their articles. Often, infor-
mation that is reported in evening news broadcasts first appears and is
widely commented on, on Twitter.

The agenda-setting function performed by politicians through this
social medium deserves to be highlighted (Annusewicz, 2017). The
phenomenon of agenda-setting possible on ‘Polish’ Twitter influences the
topics of public discourse through a double effect. On the one hand,
politicians use Twitter posts to try to gain media attention and induce
journalists to publicize information through the traditional media. On
the other hand, such posts usually also find their way to other areas
of the Internet, including social media, arousing further discussion and
increasing the importance of the event and the reach of the original post.
Other social media used by Polish politicians, such as Facebook and Insta-
gram, are not as effective in creating interaction between online activity
and influencing the agenda of public discussion.

https://www.onet.pl/
https://www.wp.pl/
http://interia.pl/
http://gazeta.pl/
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The aim of the chapter is to try to investigate how politicians use
social networks for local political communication and to test the following
hypotheses:

• H1. Politicians are more likely to use social media for constituency
communication in the pre-election than in the inter-election period.

• H2. When, with the start of the parliamentary term, the pressure
to win votes disappears, politicians do not stop communicating;
however, their interest in local issues and maintaining ties with their
voters decreases.

In order to test the above hypotheses, a qualitative and quantitative
analysis of the content published by PiS deputies was carried out. The
study involved a qualitative analysis of tweets published by PiS MPs in two
periods: in the last 41 days of the election campaign from 1 September
to 11 October 2019; during the 41 days from 20 February to 1 April
2020. The choice of these periods was dictated by the desire to study
the characteristics of the published tweets in the most intense period of
the election campaign—i.e. during the six weeks following the end of
the holiday period and immediately preceding polling day—and then to
compare the data with the period in which political activity is usually less
intense.

The second period under analysis begins 100 days after the first session
of the Sejm (the lower chamber of the Polish parliament) took place.
The results had been announced, the government had been formed, and
the winning coalition had begun work on implementing its programme.
There were no signs of the pressures of another election. At the same
time, we took into account the fact that the beginning and especially the
second half of March 2020 were marked by the coronavirus pandemic
and the related restrictions and solutions aimed at helping the economy
and saving jobs in those areas most affected by the lockdown. Part of the
period under study is therefore a relatively quiet one, dominated as it was
by the presidential campaign (which is not, however, the main focus of
most of the MPs), and the other part marked by the first weeks of the
pandemic in Poland.

We decided to focus on Twitter rather than on other social networks,
such as Facebook or Instagram, because in Poland this particular social
network has special significance. Quantitative analysis by researchers at
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the Centre for Political Analysis of the University of Warsaw shows that
Twitter is the most popular channel for political communication on the
Internet (Annusewicz & Morawski, 2014). Also, the potential for agenda-
setting is high due to the fact that almost all journalists use this network as
their channel of communication both with the public and political actors.
Moreover, Twitter played a hugely important role in the parliamentary
election campaign of the Law and Justice party (Annusewicz, 2016).

Initially, we intended to analyse the tweets of all Law and Justice parlia-
mentary group members published in both periods. However, the large
number of posts published during the election campaign period led to the
decision to include in the dataset the tweets of only a selected group of
fifty political Twitter users belonging to the Law and Justice parliamen-
tary group (25% of the population). In order to maximize the validity of
the analyses conducted, efforts were made to ensure that the group anal-
ysed was representative, and it included deputies from various regions of
Poland, as well as those performing different political roles.

Here it is worth noting that some of the MPs elected to serve during
the ninth legislature from 2019 to 2023, were neophytes and there-
fore not MPs during the election campaign period. Thus, an additional
hypothesis was that candidates who were not outgoing members of Parlia-
ment would be more active in local political communication than those
who were, for the latter would have had to divide their time between their
constituencies and their work in the parliament in Warsaw.

In the second period under study, 5352 tweets published by the 187
members of the Law and Justice group who have Twitter accounts, were
analysed.

In both periods, only tweets published by the account owner and
constituting the beginning of a discussion on a given topic were anal-
ysed. MPs’ replies and reactions to other people’s posts were omitted,
as were other users’ tweets passed on (i.e. ‘retweeted’) by the respon-
dent. The aim was to isolate the authorial activity of respondents and the
messages initiated by them: joining a discussion initiated by other users is
a different type of online activity.

Law and Justice: Establishment

and Characteristics of the Political Grouping

Law and Justice was founded in 2001, by the twin brothers Lech and
Jarosław Kaczyński, following the breakup of the centre-right coalition
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led by Solidarity Electoral Action, which had ruled Poland from 1997 to
2001.

The Law and Justice party represents a continuation of the activities
of the Porozumienie Centrum party, founded by Jarosław Kaczyński in
1990. We can describe the establishment of the Law and Justice party
as the coming together of conservative and nationalist outlooks. Since its
inception, the party has undergone significant evolution in programmatic
terms (Jacuński et al., 2021). From the idea of creating a centre-right
party, it became committed to the ‘sanitation’ and rebirth of the state
in the form of a Fourth Republic (2005–2007). By criticizing liberalism
and championing the need to strengthen state institutions, it become
committed to building a ‘new order’ based on a strong state, a social
market economy, social welfare and (after 2015) nationalism. The essence
of the programme is a commitment to meeting citizens’ material needs.

Law and Justice is conservative in outlook. It emphasizes history and
tradition, the importance of national identity and Christian values. It
opposes the legalization of euthanasia, and is opposed to abortion and
civil partnerships. As far as economic issues are concerned, however,
it supports an extensive system of social welfare (such as the 500+
programme, and an additional ‘13th’ pension). It relies on a populist
style of political communication and is Eurosceptical both in principle
and in practice. The most contested issues have been those related to the
migration crisis—in relation to which the party has rejected both finan-
cial solidarity and the adoption of a European quota system as means of
solving the refugee problem.

For Law and Justice, Twitter became a key online communication
channel in 2015 during both campaigns: Andrzej Duda’s presidential
campaign and then the parliamentary campaign (Annusewicz, 2016).
An organized presence on this platform enabled the party to exploit its
potential to reinforce the main messages of both campaigns, to present
the essentials of the party’s electoral programme, to integrate supporters
around leaders but also around key slogans reworked into hashtags
(#DobraZmiana, #DamyRada/#GoodChange, #WeWillDoIt). Addition-
ally, during the parliamentary campaign, the party, both at the national
and local levels, reported on, informed and invited people to participate
in events forming part of its communication activity through which it
publicized conventions, meetings with voters, and the route of the special
bus on which Prime Minister candidate, Beata Szydło, and her colleagues
travelled.
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It is worth introducing here the most popular PiS politicians on
Twitter—while mentioning that the president of the party, Jarosław
Kaczyński, does not use social media. Although there have been attempts
to create social media accounts for him, they are inactive. The party
leader, born in 1949, is also conservative in his use of new technolo-
gies. In contrast, a wide range of party leaders understand the need
to use modern forms of communication. The most popular Law and
Justice politician on Twitter is the former Prime Minister and current
Member of the European Parliament, Beata Szydło (@BeataSzydlo). Her
account has about 428,000 followers. She herself follows over 550
accounts, and is quite an active user of the medium. She publishes tweets
almost every day, but this activity is one-way. Prime Minister Mateusz
Morawiecki’s account (@MorawieckiM) has just over 375,000 followers,
and he also uses Twitter mainly for one-way communication. Joachim
Brudziński (@jbrudzinski), the former head of the Interior Ministry,
vice-president of the Law and Justice party and currently MEP, has
115,000 followers. Another politician enjoying high popularity is Minister
of National Defence, Mariusz Blaszczak (@mblaczszak), who is followed
by over 124,000 people. Like most of the party’s leading politicians, he
communicates uni-directionally.

PiS politicians younger in age and with less senior positions in the
party have around 10,000 to 50,000 followers, but among them there
are many who communicate bi-directionally. These include Michał Dwor-
czyk, head of the Prime Minister’s Chancellery (@michaldworczyk) with
44,276 followers; Piotr Müller, government spokesperson (@PiotrMuller)
with 22,840 followers, and Radosław Fogel, the party’s deputy press
secretary (@radekfogiel) with 15,466 followers.

The party has a separate account, with 247,500 followers, managed by
officials with responsibility for its information policy.

The activity of Law and Justice politicians on Twitter and on other
social media platforms is of three kinds: party communication; Govern-
ment communication, and personal communication. PiS as a party has
and pursues a communication strategy that is independent of, although
consistent with, the Government’s communication. This is therefore
visible in the content published by politicians. Regardless of whether
MPs and senators are members of the Government or not, they become
involved in the process of communicating the party’s messages. On the
other hand, MPs support Government communication through their
activity: tweets published from the accounts of the Prime Minister,
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ministers and ministries are added to their favourites, passed on and
commented on. The last type of activity concerns the implementation of
personal communication strategies through which a politician engages in
self-presentation, communicates his/her views, publicizes his/her political
and media activity and reveals his/her private, less formal side.

The various roles Law and Justice parliamentarians play in the Sejm and
the Senate as well as in the Government also influence the scope and form
of their communication through social media. On the one hand, when
communicating with voters in their constituencies, politicians present
themselves as local leaders, coming from the constituency, living in the
constituency, or—as a last resort—with personal ties to the constituency.
On the other hand, when building their positions in the party and on the
national political stage, they present themselves as party leaders, in which
case they communicate mainly about national issues. One might suggest
that ‘back bench’ politicians most often communicate as local leaders
and in this way enhance their re-election chances, while Government
politicians and heads of parliamentary committees more often present
themselves as national leaders. There are exceptions, however—as when
the former actively engage in national issues and the latter communicate
intensively with the local communities of their constituencies.

Nevertheless, it should be emphasized that regardless of social media
communication, the communication of both local and national PiS politi-
cians is characterized by eclecticism. They use many traditional forms and
channels of communication: meetings with voters, outdoor advertising,
TV and radio advertising and many others. Adapting to the requirements
of the various communication channels, they are able to ensure consis-
tency between their own communication and that of the party and the
Government.

Since its establishment, Law and Justice has won parliamentary elec-
tions three times: in 2005, 2015 and 2019. Following the 2005 election,
it governed in coalition with the rural populist party, Samoobrona RP
(Self Defence) and the League of Polish Families (a right-wing, anti-
European party). Following the elections of 2015 and 2019, it governed
with Solidarna Polska (Solidary Poland) and Porozumienie Jarosława
Gowina (Jarosław Gowin’s Agreement, formerly Jarosław Gowin’s Poland
Together). PiS has for many years proclaimed the need to overhaul
state institutions, to break with the communist past and especially with
the Round Table agreements, and to create a morally renewed fourth
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Republic. Since 2001, the party has received growing support, as the
figures in Tables 9.1 and 9.2 show.

Particularly relevant for the analysis of constituency communication are
the results of the elections at which the Law Justice Party was victorious:
those of 2015 and 2019. The leitmotif of the 2015 election campaign
of the United Right was the slogan, ‘Good change’, referring to the
mistakes, negligence and omissions of the Civic Platform and Polish
People’s Party coalition, which had then governed Poland for eight years.
Social, economic and moral change was promised in many areas. PiS
offered a monthly family allowance of PLN 500, which certainly also
contributed to its high level of support. The Law and Justice Electoral
Committee won 37.6% of the vote on a turnout of 50.9% (data from
PKW, 2015). Four years later, citizens positively evaluated the ruling
parties, despite the fact that a number of controversial changes to the
system of justice had been introduced. Despite accusations of violating

Table 9.1 Support for
the Law and Justice
party in Sejm elections,
2001–2019

Election Vote (%) Number of seats

2001 9.5 44
2005 27.0 155
2007 32.1 166
2011 28.9 157
2015 37.6 235
2019 43.6 235

Source Own elaboration of data from the National Electoral
Commission (PKW, https://wybory.gov.pl/index/?language=pl&
tab=wybory&accessibility=off)

Table 9.2 Support for
the Law and Justice
party in Senate
elections, 2001–2019

Election Number of seats

2001 –
2005 49
2007 39
2011 31
2015 61
2019 48

Source Own elaboration of data from the National Electoral
Commission (PKW, https://wybory.gov.pl/index/?language=pl&
tab=wybory&accessibility=off)

https://wybory.gov.pl/index/?language=pl&amp;tab=wybory&amp;accessibility=off
https://wybory.gov.pl/index/?language=pl&amp;tab=wybory&amp;accessibility=off
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Table 9.3 Gender and age representation among Law and Justice MPs

18–29 30–39 40–49 50–59 60–69 Over 70

Men 1 33 35 48 53 9
Women 0 5 13 18 16 3

Source Own study based on data from www.sejm.gov.pl

the Constitution and the fundamental principles of a democratic state
based on the rule of law, the party repeated its success, winning 43.6% of
the vote, on a turnout of over 61% (data from PKW, 2019). The result,
although better than in 2015, did not lead to an increase in the number
of seats. As it had done four years previously, the party won 235 seats.
Among them, there are 55 women and 180 men, representing 23.4% and
76.6% respectively. Law and Justice MPs are thus mainly men over 50
and women over 50. Detailed information on the age of Law and Justice
parliamentarians is provided in Table 9.3.

The Electoral System and Its Importance

for Local Political Communication

Under the Constitution adopted in 1997, Poland is a democratic republic
with a parliamentary-cabinet system of government and a bicameral
legislature. The upper house has 100 senators elected using the single-
member, simple plurality system. The lower house—the Sejm—on the
other hand, is made up of 460 members elected in 41 multi-member
constituencies of between 7 and 20 representatives. Seats are distributed
proportionally using the d’Hondt formula and there are exclusion thresh-
olds of 5% for individual parties and 8% for party coalitions (Ustawa z
dnia 5 stycznia 2011 r. - Kodeks wyborczy, Dz.U. 2011, Nr 21, poz.
112). Having selected a candidate list, voters can cast a single prefer-
ence vote, with seats going in the first instance to the candidates who
receive the largest numbers of such votes (Lijphart, 1986). At the same
time, it is not without significance who becomes the leader of the list:
these people, usually nationally or regionally recognized political leaders,
normally receive the largest numbers of preference votes (Campbell et al.,
1960) even if their personal election campaigns are not very visible. They
are the beneficiaries of the party’s national campaign. The analysis of

http://www.sejm.gov.pl
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Table 9.4 Seats won by Law and Justice candidates by their list placements at
the 2015 and 2019 elections

Candidate’s
place on the list

1st place 2nd—5th
place

6th—10th
place

Middle places Last place

Number of
seats won in
the 2015
election

41 123 52 12 7

Number of
seats won in
the 2019
election

41 122 51 11 10

Source Own elaboration of data from the National Electoral Commission (PKW, 2015, 2019)

parliamentary election results confirms the correlation between list place-
ment and the number of preference votes a candidate receives. In 2019,
all Law and Justice list leaders won parliamentary seats, and together with
the candidates ranked from 2nd to 5th place, they won 163 of the 235
seats won by the party (Table 9.4).

By maximizing their election chances, such arrangements may weaken
the incentives political leaders have to engage energetically in communi-
cation, both during election campaigns and in periods between elections.
At the same time, the advantages conferred on list leaders drive those
placed further down the list to compete intensively with each other for
the electorate’s attention. In extreme cases, a list leader who wins about
100,000 votes in a constituency is able to secure seats for two or three
candidates from his list, even if they win significantly fewer votes—some-
times just over a thousand votes are enough to gain a seat in Parliament.
This in turn causes the candidates who do not occupy ‘safe’ places on
the list to be additionally motivated to run intensive election campaigns,
and when they gain seats to consolidate the accumulated voting support
through systematic communication with their electoral districts.

Local Political Communication:

Qualitative Analysis

To analyse constituency communication via Twitter, it was necessary to
relate the definition of this concept to the specificity and practice of using
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this communication channel. It was necessary to take into account not
only the available functionalities, but also the specificity of ‘Polish’ Twitter
as a space for political communication in Poland. It seems that a character-
istic feature is that political users of this medium in general avoid using the
possibility of two-way communication to interact with non-political users
of the medium (i.e. with those who are neither politicians nor people who
participate in public life as journalists, experts, or influencers).

Of course, this does not mean that no politician engages in such
communication, but it is limited: observations made during the study
confirm the existence of this phenomenon. In order fully to analyse
the tweets, it was necessary to include both the content communicated
directly—i.e. the text, which constituted the content of the publication—
but also the accompanying multimedia elements: images, photo collages
and film footage.

However, it was crucial to answer the question: What does the term
‘constituency communication’ mean in Twitter practice? Initially, it was
defined to cover communication addressed to the residents of an MP’s
constituency. It could be argued that the basic criterion should therefore
be that the message is directly addressed to the local recipient who is
indicated in it.

This approach, however, turned out to be inappropriate for two
reasons. First, communication theories allow for indirect communica-
tion: communication through non-communication, but also intertextual
communication (Schulz von Thun, 1981; Jakobson, 1960). Moreover,
qualitative analysis of the tweets led to the observation that in practice,
online constituency communication may be a broader concept. This is
because MPs wrote about events taking place locally, about people impor-
tant to the local community—thereby sending messages showing their ties
to the constituency, which may be important for the perception of the
MP as close to the residents of the constituency. Support, assistance and
the efforts of the ruling party or the MP himself on behalf of the local
community were also important topics of tweets.

Based on the above observations, it is possible to propose our own defi-
nition and typology of constituency communication conducted online on
Twitter. It should be assumed that local political communication consists
of tweets that:
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• are addressed directly to the voters residing in the MP’s constituency
or

• show the MP in his or her constituency, including in the company
of residents, or

• describe events taking place in the constituency or
• illustrate the efforts of the politician or his party on behalf of the
constituency and its residents.

This framing allows us to identify four types of local tweet:

• ‘to-the-constituency’ tweets,
• ‘with-the-constituency’ tweets,
• ‘about-the-constituency’ tweets,
• ‘for-the-constituency’ tweets.

‘To-The-Constituency’ Tweets

The most intuitive type of local tweet is one that contains a message
directly addressed to voters residing in the constituency. Most often, this
type of message contained appeals of a campaigning nature: urging voters
to vote, to sign up for a politician’s candidacy, or to meet the politician.
Examples of such tweets can be seen in the images below.

1. Information that over PLN 138 million has gone to families
from the wielicki district since the beginning of the Family 500+
programme.
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2. Invitation to the meeting with President Andrzej Duda in
Wodzisław Śląski.

3. Invitation to the open meeting with Kacper Płażyński.



266 O. ANNUSEWICZ AND A. BEJMA

‘With-The-Constituency’ Tweets

Looking for ways to establish communication with the residents of their
constituencies, as well as to perform the self-presentation function of
communication, in particular by showing the aspect of location, i.e.
demonstrating ties with the constituency, politicians often publish tweets
(detailed quantitative data will be presented later in this chapter) in which
they show themselves ‘in the field’. Most often, one can read and see
MPs’ reports of their activities in the constituency: of meetings with
voters, of participation in local celebrations and of free time spent in the
constituency.

This type of publication helps to consolidate in the minds of voters the
conviction that an MP has a connection and a lasting relationship with
his or her constituency. It is particularly important in the case of politi-
cians who do not hold important positions in the government, party or
Parliament and thus have limited opportunities to appear in the national
media and speak out on national political issues. Additionally, by showing
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the MPs’ presence in the constituency they seem to suggest that they are
close to their constituents as opposed to being far away, in the capital.

Finally, this kind of tweet makes it possible to present a politician as
a popular person, surrounded by people, which triggers the bandwagon
effect: if so many people support a politician and accompany him, then
there is a chance that more will follow.

4. Kielce. We were discussing issues concerning financial support from
the Minister of Culture and National Heritage for the Kielce
Countryside Museum.

5. During celebration of the 100th anniversary of the foundation of
Primary School No. Adam Mickiewicz in Leszno.
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6. This was the case yesterday at our election meeting in Gdańsk.
Nearly 400 people showed up. Thank you very much for such a
high attendance and support. On 13 October, let us vote to make
Poland a prosperous, safe and just country.
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7. As part of the programme of education, today’s lessons were held in
the Gołuchów forest.

8. The 64th Polish Indoor Seniors’ Championships are about to begin
in Toruń.
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9. Today we are in (Warsaw districts) Praga-Północ and Białołęka.

‘About-The-Constituency’ Tweets

Similarly, as with the ‘with-the-constituency’ tweets, MPs can indirectly
communicate with their constituency by sending a signal that they are
keeping abreast of local issues, are close, are interested: that they have not
abandoned their constituents for ‘high politics’. It is also an opportunity
to show that the politician is ‘one of us’ living in the constituency.

For the residents of the region, ‘about’ tweets can also be testi-
mony that their MP is actively involved in promotion of the region.
After all, their tweets are visible to all users of social media and may
attract a broader audience. The topics of this type of publication relate
to local events: MPs praise the achievements of residents, highlight areas
of natural beauty, point out tourist attractions and also communicate
information about current events.

Interesting tweets of this type are polemical messages critical of local
political opponents. This can be observed especially in tweets published
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by those PiS deputies who were elected to represent cities governed
by mayors from parties that form the opposition to the government in
Parliament. Here the roles are reversed: the MP functions locally as an
opposition politician and uses the same battery of weapons: polemical
remarks, criticism, and comparisons of the local mayor with those who
govern more effectively in other cities.

10. My Toruń is always wonderful and tonight it is empty and even
more magical.

11. In my Toruń, I stand in the old market square. Sad to be alone.
See you soon! I will wait patiently for you.
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12. Sunset over the Niedźwiedż commune.
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13. Sad news. Piotr Jegor, former footballer of Górnik Zabrze, is dead.
Goal scorer against Real Madrid in 1988. Let us remember him in
prayer.

14. Podhale, Zakopianka route.

15. Parking meters have been turned off in Toruń—we will pay for
tickets only via the Skycash and MoBilet mobile applications. The
ticket machines on buses and trams have also been turned off from
today.
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16. Jerzy Dudek celebrates his 47th birthday! A pupil of Concordia
Knurów. The winner and hero of the 2005 Champions League
final. All the best.
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17. Social distancing by the Warsaw City Hall. Trzaskowski should
immediately withdraw the decision on weekend communication
courses.

18. Today, with the participation of the flagship, NSZZ Solidarność,
and the assistance of the city guard, we said goodbye to our
colleague from Law and Justice, long-time councillor, Włocławek
Dariusz Jaworski. Darku—you will remain in our memory, rest in
the Lord…
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‘For-The-Constituency’ Tweets

MPs also often emphasize their ties with the local communities and
constituencies by showing the benefits their areas gain as a result of
the actions of the MP himself, the government or—what are specific to
the Polish political and economic system—state-owned companies.1 This
group includes all kinds of announcements of actions and promises made
in the pre-election period. According to the Constitution, a member of
the Polish parliament is not, as mentioned earlier, bound by instructions
on the part of his/her constituents and should make decisions consistent
with the interests of the nation as a whole. Nevertheless, it is impossible
to ignore the fact that ultimately it is not the whole nation that votes
for a parliamentarian, but only that part of it which is registered in the
candidate’s electoral district.

Hence, there is an understandable desire to show what the MP will do
or what he has already done, working in the parliament, for the benefit
of the community that elected him.

19. The hospital in Starachowice will receive from Bank Pekao S.A.
the amount of PLN 970,000 to fight the coronavirus. The
hospital became a uni-named infectious disease hospital in the
Świętokrzyskie Province. We thank the Bank’s Management Board.

1 Despite the process of privatization of state assets in Poland left over from the
communist period, strategic enterprises remained in the hands of the state, particularly
those related to the energy sector, extraction of raw materials, fuel processing and trade.
Thus, these are companies with powerful economic potential, which also have distinctive
marketing budgets. The managers of these companies are appointed by the Ministry of
State Assets, which, as either the exclusive or dominant shareholder, manages the state-
owned shares of these companies. This makes their management boards dependent on
politicians, who influence not only managerial decisions (in line with the assumption that
state-owned companies should work together to implement the government’s economic
policy), but also marketing policy, including spending on advertising, sponsorship and
activities carried out under the heading of corporate social responsibility. As a result, a
politician may take the credit when, for example, a state-owned company contributes
financially or organizationally to the support of a local community.
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20. The railway returns to Jastrzębie-Zdrój. Today, a press conference
was held in my deputy’s office with the participation of Minister
Marcin Horała on this subject. We act.

21. We announced the results of the Monuments Protection 2020
programme, from which the south of Lower Silesia will receive over
PLN 8.5 million for the renovation and conservation of the most
important monuments. We will revitalize over 30 facilities in total.
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22. I am very glad that after the appeals of the residents of Włocławek,
including mine, the company ANWIL S.A. allocated PLN 300,000
for the hospital in Włocławek. This is one of the many activi-
ties undertaken by Polish companies as part of corporate social
responsibility. Thank you!
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Quantitative and Qualitative Analysis of Local

Political Communication by Law and Justice MPs

As indicated above, the study included a quantitative analysis of tweets
published by Law and Justice MPs in the pre-election and inter-election
periods.

In the pre-election period (from 1 September to 11 October 2020),
we analysed the Twitter accounts of a group of 50 MPs, 28 of whom
were active, that is, published tweets. We analysed 1461 tweets in total.
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The Twitter account holders we studied included people holding posi-
tions in the government2; in government administration3; the Speaker
of the Sejm, Elżbieta Witek; MPs4; representatives of local government
administration,5 and local activists and councillors.6

The group included representatives of all three of the parties, which,
together with Law and Justice, form the PiS parliamentary group.7 It is
worth mentioning that they include representatives of both metropolitan
and smaller electoral districts from various regions of Poland.

Of the 1461 tweets mentioned, as many as 53% (779) were local
in nature, with the largest proportion of them—39.5% (308)—being
‘with-the-constituency’ tweets. Second most frequent were the ‘for-the-
constituency’ tweets at 23.7% (185), followed by ‘about-the-constituency’
tweets at 20.8% (162) and ‘to-the-constituency’ tweets at 15.9% (124).
It should be noted that the ‘with-the-constituency’ tweets, which consti-
tuted the majority, were about reporting on the election campaign. They
showed the candidates during rallies, meeting with voters, while moving
around the constituency and during the street campaign (offering coffee
and cakes to passers-by).

Interestingly, the initial assumption that the leaders of the electoral
lists, politicians recognized nationally and trusted by PiS voters, would
refrain from local campaigning was not confirmed. Both the deputy Prime
Minister, Jacek Sasin, and the Minister of National Education, Dariusz
Piontkowski, as well as the Deputy Minister for Entrepreneurship and

2 The Deputy Prime Minister and MP, Jacek Sasin; the Minister of National Education
and MP, Dariusz Piontkowski; the Minister of Digitalisation, Marek Zagórski; the Deputy
Ministers, Marcin Ociepa, Grzegorz Puda and Piotr Wawrzyk; Ministers at the Chancellery
of the Prime Minister Łukasz Schreiber, Michał Woś and Michał Wypij.

3 Secretary of State Artur Soboń; Maciej Wąsik, and Rafał Weber.
4 Urszula Rusecka, Jerzy Polaczek, Paweł Rychlik, Anna Siarkowska, Kazimierz

Smoliński, Małgorzata Wasserman, Jerzy Wilk, Bartłomiej Wróblewski, Sławomir Zawiślak,
Ireneusz Zyska and Jacek Żalek.

5 Governors Zbigniew Rau and Zdzisław Sipiera, and the Deputy Governor, Violetta
Porowska.

6 Kacper Płażyński, Jacek Ozdoba and Krzysztof Sobolewski.
7 The parliamentary majority in Poland is formed by the so-called United Right coali-

tion, which entered Parliament through the lists fielded by the Law and Justice party.
Apart from PiS, the United Right consists of Solidarna Polska and Porozumienie Jaroslaw
Gowina.
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Technology, Marcin Ociepa, were intensively involved in the local elec-
tion campaign, which they left a permanent trace of in their Twitter
publications. During the inter-election period, the situation changed.
Politicians continued to use Twitter as a political communication tool, but
a much smaller proportion of the tweets published were of a constituency
communication nature (Table 9.5).

Law and Justice MPs with Twitter accounts (187 in total) published
5352 tweets between 20 February and 1 April 2020. However, this time
only 13% (676 tweets) were examples of constituency communication.
This change compared to the share of ‘local’ tweets during the pre-
election period is significant and seems to support the hypothesis that
during the inter-election period—at least on social media—interest in
building an effective communication channel with one’s own voters is
significantly lower (Table 9.6).

An additional change with respect to the pre-election period was the
distribution of topics. Most numerous were the ‘about-the-constituency’
tweets—representing 39% of all ‘local’ tweets. In this period, the MPs
reported on events that took place in their constituencies, but also high-
lighted the beauty of places located there (e.g. by publishing views and
landscape photographs, as well as information about tourist attractions in

Table 9.5 Number of tweets published and analysed in the pre-election period

Total number of tweets Local tweets ‘With’ ‘For’ ‘About’ ‘To the’

1461 779 308 185 162 124
53.3% 39.5% 23.8% 20.8% 15.9%

Source Own study

Table 9.6 The number of tweets published by Law and Justice MPs between
20 February and 1 April 2020

Total number of tweets Local tweets ‘With’ ‘For’ ‘About’ ‘To the’

5352 676 249 86 232 79
13% 37% 13% 39% 11%

Source Own study
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the cities) or described the reality of their cities and towns during the
coronavirus pandemic.

An interesting exception was a group of tweets published by Warsaw
Law and Justice MPs, in which they criticized Rafał Trzaskowski, the
mayor of Warsaw from the opposition Civic Platform. Similar behaviour
was observed among MPs from Poznan and Lublin who wrote negatively
about the administrations of Poznan Mayor, Jacek Jaskowiak, and Lublin
Mayor, Krzysztof Zuk.

Almost the same share of local tweets—37%—had publications
showing a politician in her/his constituency, among voters. At that time,
one could find tweets in which politicians showed themselves collecting
signatures in support of Andrzej Duda’s candidacy in the presidential
campaign. However, they also shared information about joint fundraisers
for local causes; posted photos from religious ceremonies (funerals,
masses) and folk celebrations (harvest festivals) in which they participated,
and publicized meetings with voters as part of their parliamentary duties.

While ‘for-the-constituency’ tweets accounted for 23% of total
constituency communications in the pre-election period, they represented
only 13% during the inter-election period. Moreover, these were mostly
messages concerning the support provided to residents or public institu-
tions based in the constituency as a result of the coronavirus pandemic.
Alternatively, they concerned the mechanisms of the so-called ‘anti-
crisis shield’, i.e. aid measures for the Polish economy provided by the
government.

Therefore, one may suggest that this 13% is probably an over-estimate
and would have been lower had it not been for the pandemic. This
hypothesis seems to be confirmed by the fact that most of the ‘for-the-
constituency’ tweets were published in the second half of March, i.e. after
the lockdown had been implemented.

The last type of tweet, aimed directly at the residents of the MP’s
constituency, accounted for 11% of all the constituency communication
published on Twitter. Their topics were related to information about the
work of the MPs’ offices during the pandemic, invitations to attend meet-
ings with President Andrzej Duda, who had been running for a second
term, and encouragement to support his candidacy.
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Conclusion

The analysis clearly shows that local political communication via social
media is more intense in the pre-election period, while after the election it
constitutes a marginal part of the political communication activity of MPs
on Twitter. The proportions of the different types of local tweet show that
after the election the number of posts showing the MP’s activity in the
constituency decreases, while the number of posts containing promises
and addressed to voters decreases significantly.

Instead, the number of posts describing what is happening in the
MP’s region increases. An interesting observation is that the intensity
of constituency communication on Twitter did not change due to the
coronavirus pandemic.

If an MP published local tweets before the pandemic, he or she also
kept in touch with constituents during the pandemic. The subject of the
tweets changed, of course, from reporting on the presidential campaign
and MPs’ own meetings with constituents, to providing information and
commentary about the pandemic, the restrictions, the government aid
and the social and economic situation of the district during the pandemic.

Analysis of the activity of individual Twitter users belonging to the Law
and Justice parliamentary group allowed for partial confirmation of the
hypothesis that individuals who hold positions in the government and are
nationally recognized party leaders communicate less frequently locally.

However, this is not the rule, as evidenced by the constituency commu-
nication activity of MP and Deputy Minister for Family Affairs, Labour
and Social Policy, Iwona Michalek, who is heavily involved in the affairs of
her home town of Toruń. Notwithstanding such exceptions, in the inter-
election period, the authors of constituency communication are more
often MPs who do not hold government office.
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Państwowa Komisja Wyborcza, https://parlament2015.pkw.gov.pl/, [access:
March 2021].
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CHAPTER 10

Embodying People Comparing the Lega
and the Law and Justice Party

Olgierd Annusewicz, Agnieszka Bejma, and Rosanna De Rosa

A useful way to understand the nature of the relationship between a
party and its MPs is to look at the rebel vote. Members of Parliament
are considered rebellious when they cast votes in deformity with those
of their parliamentary groups, and, therefore, the parties to which they
belong. To explain dissent to their constituents, parliamentarians express
their points of view not only during the course of parliamentary debates,
but even more publicly, through social media. Position taking, however, is
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strategic in nature. Recent studies show that parties establish rather strict
rules in order to control how their parliamentary representatives vote,
especially on issues considered salient and distinctive for the parties. These
are key issues whose ownership is constitutive of their ‘brand images’
(Tromborg, 2019). In addition, party leaders—especially in European
parliamentary systems—exercise great power in the selection of candi-
dates, in the construction of electoral lists, in the control of careers
and internal discipline, including through the mechanism of expulsions.
Besides the influence that the system of political and electoral incentives
has on the behaviour of parliamentarians, it is clear that salience issues
define a party’s agenda-setting power, and it is for this reason that they
are considered inalienable flagship policies.

There is, however, a double track that allows MPs to distinguish when
issues salient for their parties are unpopular with their constituents. In
that case, they can announce their intention to rebel in order to influ-
ence policy decisions. This behaviour would seem to be more frequent
in ‘niche’ than in mainstream parties (Tromborg, 2019) or in electoral
systems that incentivize personal voting (Stegmaier et al., 2016).

Looking at our case studies from the perspective of the rebel vote, it is
clear how infrequent rebel voting is among representatives of the Lega. In
8414 votes taking place after the start of the 18th legislature in May 2018,
only one member voted against party decisions in as many as 2.5% of the
cases, all the remaining rebels doing so in between 0 and 1.34% of the
cases.1 The figures are interesting for three reasons. The first is because,
in terms of legislative behaviour but not constituency communication,
the party almost totally controls its MPs. Rebellion is, however, toler-
ated if it is manifested by abstention or expressed on issues having little
relevance for the party’s ideological profile. Second, party control clearly
determines the responsiveness of MPs to the interests of local constituen-
cies. Confirmation of this is that voting behaviour is consistent with the
party’s decisions even among the members elected in the constituencies
of southern Italy, historically not represented by the Lega. Finally, from
a position-taking point of view, the territorial dimension can be the only
outlet for MPs in terms of constituency communication. In fact, the MP
can enjoy greater degrees of freedom if cost–benefit calculations reveal

1 Only the M5s does better in maintaining internal discipline, with only one MP voting
against the party line in as many as 1% of the cases. Abstaining, rather than voting with
the party for or against a proposal or motion is also counted as an instance of rebellion.
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that a localistic articulation of the party’s positions can prove functional
to the positioning strategies of the party itself and its leader.

The Polish case is necessarily more straightforward. The democratic
transition is too recent for parliamentarians to have learned to adapt their
behaviour to the political and electoral incentive mechanisms and personal
voting, and it is also possible that the political legacy of communism is still
making itself felt (Carey et al., 1999; Jacuński et al., 2021).

Law and Justice combines the features of a mass party, a professional
and electoral party, a cadre party and a cartel party (Jacuński et al., 2021:
77). This is confirmed by the hierarchical structure adopted for the party
and the recruitment of its members, the requirements of candidates and
the procedures for admission to the party’s ranks. Professionalisation is
evidenced by political competition, in particular the fact that since the
party’s inception it has regularly participated in all elections at both the
local, national and European levels, as well as the growing role of political
marketing and consultancy specialists who are entrusted with the planning
and organisation of campaign activities.

Jarosław Kaczyński has been the party leader since 2003, and among
his closest and most trusted colleagues there are politicians with many
years of parliamentary experience (a circumstance that likens PiS to a
cadre party). A large number of them have careers stretching back to
the foundation of Kaczyński’s first party: Porozumienie Centrum. A
close relationship with the state, financing the party’s activities from the
state budget, control of the public media and use of this channel to
communicate with voters undoubtedly also characterises PiS as a cartel
party.2

Jaroslaw Kaczynski’s position in the party has both a formal and legal
dimension, as well as an actual, real one. As a representative of the
supreme executive authority, the party leader makes many key decisions

2 According to the party statute adopted in 2016, the party’s supreme authorities are:
Congress (the supreme authority), the President of PiS (the supreme executive authority),
the Political Council (the supreme legislative authority), the Political Committee (the
body representing the party externally), the National Audit Committee (the body control-
ling the activities of the PiS supreme authorities) and the Collegiate Disciplinary Court.
Apart from the central authorities, the statute distinguishes regional authorities on the
provincial level, district authorities on the electoral district level, and field authorities:
the party’s basic organisational units bringing together members living in two or more
districts/municipalities/counties.
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related not only to current political issues but also to the internal func-
tioning of the party.3 The party statute created for the current party
leader, Jaroslaw Kaczynski, is in line with his vision and understanding
of the role of a political leader.

Analysis of the statute reveals, in fact, that in a party headed by its
president, single-person entities occupy powerful positions and—interest-
ingly from the point of view of the subject matter of this book—that
the constituency for the Sejm occupies an intermediate position between
the communal/territorial and the regional/provincial levels. The annex
to the statute precisely defines the rules concerning the re-election
of parliamentarians: deputies, senators and members of the European
Parliament.

The decisions about whether a parliamentarian should again be fielded
as a candidate for Law and Justice is made by reference to the following
criteria: (1) the substance of his/her parliamentary activity; (2) atten-
dance at plenary and committee meetings; (3) voting behaviour in the
assembly and its committees; (4) payment of PiS membership fees; (5)
maintenance of parliamentary and senatorial offices in places designated
by the Political Committee; (6) speaking in public, in particular in the
media, in accordance with the PiS programme and the rules laid down by
the PiS parliamentary group; (7) sponsorship of bills and parliamentary
resolutions as well as motions to the Constitutional Tribunal originating
exclusively from the PiS parliamentary group, or in special cases with the
consent of the Chair of the PiS parliamentary group; (8) willingness to
stand for election only as a candidate of the PiS Electoral Committee
or of the Electoral Committee indicated or approved by the PiS Polit-
ical Council; and (9) willingness to rejoin the PiS parliamentary group

3 According to Article 15 of the party’s statutes, the party president chairs the highest-
level collegiate bodies (the Political Council and the Political Committee) and directs their
work. In urgent matters, s/he may take decisions reserved for the Executive Committee
alone. On his/her proposal, members of the party’s authorities are appointed or dismissed,
which means that s/he can determine the composition of the party’s most important
bodies: the Political Council and the Political Committee. In addition, the party president
submits the lists of PiS candidates for parliamentary, European and presidential elections to
the Political Committee for its approval. On his/her initiative, the Colleague Disciplinary
Court initiates disciplinary proceedings. Under Article 19, paragraph 3, the PiS chair
may take decisions on urgent matters assigned to the Political Committee, which the
Committee must approve at its next meeting. Thus, de facto, the party chair exercises
power single-handedly and makes key decisions single-handedly.



10 EMBODYING PEOPLE COMPARING THE LEGA … 289

after the elections and remain a member throughout the legislative term
without suspending membership.

The Law and Justice parliamentary group maintains a Charter for
parliamentarians, in which all the achievements of individual members are
recorded, as well as all cases of violation of the rules. Decisions about
whether an entry in the Charter should be made are governed by several
criteria relating to the circumstances arising during the term in question
(Law and Justice Statute, 34–35).

Stegmaier et al. (2016) have shown that the behaviour of Polish parlia-
mentarians is for the most part predictable, being influenced by how
preferences are counted. That is why it is the MPs that have the more
significant voting records that feel most independent of the party’s posi-
tions. However, this figure relates to the parliamentary elections of 2007
and 2011, which must be updated to take account of the most recent
parliamentary elections—in 2015 and 2019—which both delivered an
absolute majority to a single party (PiS) for the first time since 1989. The
interesting fact about the 2015 election is that no left-wing party entered
Parliament. In 2019, PiS, which had been at the top of the polls since
2015—and even more so since 2017 when the premiership was passed
from Beata Szydło to Mateusz Morawiecki—greatly improved its electoral
performance increasing its vote share from 37.6% in 2015 to 43.59%.
This happened in a party-system context that was less fragmented than in
the past and had resulted in the party losing its majority in the Senate.
Meanwhile, the Alliance of the Democratic Left entered Parliament with
12.56% of the vote.

After two legislatures governed by the Civic Platform liberals, Poland
therefore turned to the ultraconservatives, populists and Eurosceptics, as a
result of which, for two legislatures, a bloc of parties predominantly, if not
exclusively, right wing, enjoyed large majorities. In this context, it seemed
obvious to expect the most cooperative and faithful Members to vote in
favour of the measures enabling the parties to consolidate first the axis
with the United States of Donald Trump and then the one with the Lega
of Matteo Salvini, and the countries of the Visegrád group. Yet there were
many moderate PiS MPs who had [1] benefitted from election outcomes
that had seen voters reward PiS more for its economic achievements than
for its radical Eurosceptical rhetoric. These achievements owed much to
European integration and the resulting funding. Not surprisingly, there-
fore, according to the Future of Europe Special Eurobarometer 500 [2]
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(Oct 2020), Poland is among the countries that shows the greatest satis-
faction with Europe as it has been achieved so far (41%) while those who,
although in favour, would like to reform it, amount to 36%. Overall, 77%
of Poles are not Eurosceptical at all, while 21% of respondents say they are
Eurosceptical (Fig. 10.1). An obvious explanation is that Poland looks to
the west to protect it from Russia, the perceived threat from which eastern
European countries feel constantly. This is a very substantial difference
from Italy and, in particular, from the Lega.

Indeed, unlike the Lega, PiS, knowing very well how much integration
has been supportive of Poland’s economic development, has never gone
as far as to propose leaving the Union even when the Eurozone crisis was
raging in half of Europe. In Italy, on the other hand, the populist and
Eurosceptical rhetoric of the Lega during the 2018 election campaign,
and for at least the next two years of government with the M5s, found a
considerable echo among Italian voters. Eurobarometer data suggest that
only 16% of Italians are happy with Europe as it is, while 50% would like
to reform it. Overall, 66% defend the Union, 11 percentage points fewer
than in the case of Poland. As a result, the number of people who claim
to be Eurosceptical is growing. How was this figure reflected in the 2019
European elections?

There is an apparent contradiction here. In the 2019 European elec-
tions, the Italian electorate rewarded the Lega with 34.3% of the votes
and 23 seats, making it the largest Italian party in Europe. PiS was more
successful, winning over 45% of the votes and 27 seats. While the Lega
is affiliated to the far-right ‘Identity and Democracy’, PiS belongs to the
‘Group of European Conservatives and Reformists’. Meanwhile, the Lega
has sought to enter the orbit of the Russian government.

In short, we are faced with two radical right-wing parties, to which the
electorate, however, gives contrasting mandates on the issue of Europe.
In Poland, given the high level of approval shown towards the EU, voting
for PiS appears to be linked to the desire to defend the sovereignty
and autonomy of the nation in policy-making, especially on issues such
as energy transition, justice, immigration and the defence of Catholic
culture, but does not question full adherence to the European project.

What undoubtedly distinguishes PiS from the Lega is the narrative
used in its communication with voters, which seeks to strengthen national
sovereignty while limiting the authority of supranational bodies. During
the European Parliament election campaign in 2019, PiS focussed its



10 EMBODYING PEOPLE COMPARING THE LEGA … 291

Fi
g.

10
.1

Fu
tu
re

of
E
ur
op

e
Sp

ec
ia
l
E
ur
ob

ar
om

et
er

50
0
(2
02

0)
(S
ou

rc
e
E
ur
ob

ar
om

et
er

50
0
[2
00

0]
)



292 O. ANNUSEWICZ ET AL.

election programme, ‘The New Five’, mainly on national issues—espe-
cially social programmes improving the economic status of, among others,
Polish families and the elderly—relegating the European project to the
background (Naxera et al., 2020). Although Law and Justice advocates a
strong Poland within EU structures, demanding equal funding, it reserves
the right to a ‘sovereign’ interpretation of democracy and the rule of law.
The ruling party’s anti-European rhetoric accuses Brussels/EU bureau-
crats of wanting to eradicate Poland’s distinctiveness, traditions, culture
and identity. This type of narrative will have negative consequences in the
long term, and in particular may contribute to a change in Poles’ attitudes
towards the European Union or Polexit.

In Italy, on the other hand, the Lega receives a more clearly Euroscep-
tical mandate linked to the issue of austerity, the euro and migration
policies, but does not have the full support of citizens despite the fact that
the level of distrust towards the European project has been quite high
in recent years (see Eurobarometer data). So sovereignty is interpreted
differently by the two parties and therefore also in their communication.

The Chapel Hill Expert Survey 2019 confirms substantial differences
on attitudes to EU membership and to European values, policies and reli-
gious principles, also highlighting how cohesive the parties are concerning
the importance of the issues under investigation. For example, with regard
to the parties’ general orientation to European integration, the Lega
is strongly opposed (1.6 eu_position) while PiS is somewhat opposed
(2.95 eu_position) and is, consequently, somewhat less united. In contrast
to the Lega (4.25), PiS, as already mentioned, is very much in favour
of European cohesion policies (6.0), while both parties have the same
approach to traditional/authoritarian values (>9) with a greater degree of
unity on the matter in the case of the Lega than in the case of PiS. Anti-
Islamic rhetoric is much more apparent in the case of the Lega while,
in line with expectations, both parties give special emphasis to the inter-
ests of rural areas. In terms of the people-versus-elected-representatives
dimension, measuring the parties’ positions on the axis of direct versus
representative democracy, the Lega with its support for referenda (6.9) is
decisively located on the side of popular decision-making, with PiS being
equally decisively located on the side of representation being fully dele-
gated to the parties (4.5). On the other hand, the two parties converge
perfectly on the role of the leadership in political decision-making,
assigning little or no influence to the membership.
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The last dimension of analysis concerns the relationship between the
media system, the parties and their leaders, aware as they are of the
close interdependence between party and media logics. Many studies have
shown that party control of the media is often one of the common areas
of political action. By temporarily abandoning the paradigm of mediati-
sation and the replacement of communication by politics, it is possible
clearly to glimpse the politically instrumental, finalised and rational use of
the media, which, like leadership, are a political resource in the service
of the party organisation. In some cases, it is more than a strategy. From
this perspective, the anomaly of the Polish with respect to the Italian case
immediately becomes apparent. As correctly noted by Jacuński et al. in
Poland

a huge transformation of the public service media system was initiated in
2015, so that ruling party was able not only to exert pressure on journal-
ists, what was practised so far by political elites, but to take control and
colonize the public media (Bajomi - Lazar 2013), to an extent not known
before. It was one of the political goals for the Law and Justice Party
(PiS) to use the state to capture public television and public radio and
transform them into ‘national media’ [...]. This transformation from public
media to national media was of not just semantic nature, it was substan-
tial. It became part of the ruling party political plan to organize the new
media order, enabling bigger control over national (public) broadcasters
and ‘re-Polonisation’ of the country’s media. (2019: 7)

In fact, the objective of controlling the media was explicitly stated
in PiS’ political programme as early as 2014, when pluralism would be
achieved thanks to ‘increased control and organizational and personnel
changes in the public media’. In this context, the adjective ‘national’
was given an ideological connotation and a precise political purpose: ‘In
turn, the ruling party officials convinced, that national media would help
consolidate the national community, to promote national interests, to
sustain national tradition and patriotic values in its coverage’ (Jacuński
et al., 2019: 24).

We are not faced with a novelty in absolute terms, but rather a conse-
quence of the restructuring of the political arena around two camps,
both of anti-communist origin. One (Civic Platform) is more liberal and
supports free and pluralistic media; the other (Law and Justice) supports
a strong and decisive executive with the national state at the centre of
politics and the media instrumental in strengthening the government and
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its policies. In their recent book describing the party-media relation-
ship in Poland, Jacuński et al. (2021) emphasise that political control
of the media has always existed, but that media politicisation has been
taken to a higher level since 2015 when the PiS government began
introducing measures corrosive of media independence and checks and
balances. According to the Media Pluralism Monitor 2020, which assesses
the degree of media pluralism in Europe on five dimensions (digital, basic
protection, market plurality, political independence and social inclusive-
ness), political independence is severely threatened in seven countries,
including Poland. In 2021, Reporters Without Borders ranked Poland
in 64th place out of 180 countries, 23 places lower than Italy.

The interesting fact is that if PiS controls the public media, which it still
considers highly influential, then on the social media front, in contrast,
primacy goes to a small party: Kukiz ‘15. According to Jacuński et al.,
Kukiz ‘15 is ‘the only new movement in Poland that fits the etymo-
logical criteria of a digital-enabled movement’ (2019: 198), that is, one
capable of building its constituency thanks to the use of social media
alone. Indeed, PiS’ preference for the mainstream media and an asymmet-
rical approach to communication is explained by the fact that its electorate
is predominantly religious, less sophisticated and older than that of other
parties. It is an electorate that lives in small towns and rural areas, that
often lives on state subsidies and that believes in state intervention in the
economy.

As already said, PiS is a highly verticalised and centralised party. It is
organised as a traditional mass party, but with an organisational structure
that maps onto the structure of constituencies. This makes the party very
competitive in the constituencies and has the important effect of tying
its representatives both to the local leadership, controlled by the central
party, and to the colleges. It also presents itself as a rather exclusive party,
one that carefully selects its membership—each new member is initially
accepted as a probationer on presentation of a membership declaration
signed by two party-sponsors—and a very high degree of internal control.

Since 2001, its leader has always been a member of the Kaczynski
family (Lech Kaczynski in 2001 and Jarosław Kaczynski to this day) and
this makes it a party of the leader more than a personal party.

Jaroslaw Kaczynski is a politician whose leadership has since the begin-
ning of his term of office been more or less authoritarian in style.
Firmness, independent decision-making, control of all spheres of the party
and subordination of action to the leader’s chosen strategy, ideology,
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or concepts are what characterise such a style. An authoritarian leader
responsible only to ‘God and history’, Kaczynski is unwilling to accept
responsibility for the mistakes or failures caused by his decisions. He is
regarded as a protector of rights, traditions and status: a strategist and
visionary for the nation. He is also perceived as a strict and demanding
guardian who cares for the entire society, who knows best what is good
and bad, how to safeguard the good of the community (Karwat, 2009:
10). An authoritarian leader is intolerant of opposition. Any actions aimed
at questioning or challenging the leader’s decisions are treated as signs of
disloyalty, weakness of character or betrayal. Kaczynski is regarded by his
supporters and associates as unquestionable: as a person of impeccable
integrity, who is always right, who knows what he is doing, in what direc-
tion his actions are heading and what their goal is, one who must be
obeyed and with whom there is no discussion. Divergent opinions result
in even the closest and hitherto most trusted associates being suspended
or stripped of their party membership.

Consistency and decisiveness have enabled the leader of Law and
Justice to unite and subjugate other right-wing politicians, from moderate
Christian democrats through conservatives to national Catholics. For
them he has become an authority, an example of a politician who keeps
his promises to fight against the so-called post-communist system, to vet
and ‘decomunise’ public officials and to bring about a moral revolution,
embodied in ambitions to construct a fourth Polish Republic. Kaczyński
is undoubtedly an excellent strategist with a clear concept of the action
required to bring about both social and institutional change. He is a
politician who plans his political moves carefully and anticipates the reac-
tions of his political opponents. As a skilled player, he is prepared for
them. Kaczyński is also a visionary fighting for his conception of Poland:
a Poland of solidarity, caring for the fate of its citizens, satisfying their
needs and solving their basic problems.

Jarosław Kaczyński perfectly reads the moods and needs of Poles. He
addresses his consciously constructed messages to those who are dissatis-
fied with social and economic change, to the excluded, to those unable to
find their places in the new reality. Most of the party’s electorate consists
of people who are over 60 years old, who live in the countryside and
smaller towns, who are less-well educated than the average.

Kaczyński’s communication also aims to create a perpetual state of
uncertainty, fear and anxiety, designed to mobilise supporters and party
sympathisers, keeping them in a state of permanent readiness to act, to
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defend themselves, to fight. Hence, his narrative looks for an enemy, a
scapegoat to blame, to whom responsibility for failure and defeat can be
transferred, against whom voters can be mobilised. Jarosław Kaczyński
appears to his voters as someone like them, a familiar person, one who
until recently did not have a bank account or a credit card, who refuses
to follow the trends of a changing world, but who stands guard over
traditional values.

To conclude, PiS is a party of cadres that carefully selects its represen-
tatives and enjoys enormous influence thanks to its control of the public
media, to which it pays considerable attention. However, its approach
to communication is geared more to the needs of propaganda than to
building a permanent relationship with the electorate. This is why social
media are not central to PiS’ strategy, although party officials and, above
all parliamentarians, do have social media accounts, cultivate their own
fan bases and often use them to spread homophobic and racist ideas.

The approach to social media is, however, one typical of sovereign-
tist outlooks in that it refuses to cede any decision-making autonomy
to Facebook or Twitter in the matter of censorship of fake news, often
disseminated by the far right. After the events on Capitol Hill and the
decisive reaction of social media organisations in closing Donald Trump’s
accounts, Prime Minister, Mateusz Morawiecki, declared that ‘neither
algorithms nor the owners of multinationals should decide what is right
and what is wrong’, deciding, therefore, to subordinate the autonomy of
social media to Polish law.

A five-member ‘freedom of expression council’ will look into
complaints from users who have had their accounts closed or postings
removed so that their possible restoration can be decided. Meanwhile,
however, the radical right is organising itself by creating alternative social
media platforms like ‘Parler’ in the United States. ‘Albicla’ (White Eagle)
is, in fact, a social network without moderation, one that, according
to Balkan Insight,4 was created by right-wing activists affiliated with
Gazeta Polska, which is in turn linked to Law and Justice. It is worth
remembering that in 2019 Gazeta Polska distributed ‘LGBT-free-zone’
stickers with the newspaper as did a number of councillors lobbying to
declare cities ‘zones free of LGBT ideology’.5 These are therefore the

4 https://balkaninsight.com/2021/01/25/fakebooks-in-hungary-and-poland/.
5 https://balkaninsight.com/2020/02/25/a-third-of-poland-declared-lgbt-free-zone/.

https://balkaninsight.com/2021/01/25/fakebooks-in-hungary-and-poland/
https://balkaninsight.com/2020/02/25/a-third-of-poland-declared-lgbt-free-zone/
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first responses to what is considered the ‘censorship’ of more conserva-
tive voices, but which is a prelude to the pro-government strengthening
of conservative propaganda via social media. The Lega, in Italy, has never
gone as far in its propaganda against the rights of minorities.

Of course, party control of media resources has never ceased to be
a thorn in the side of Italian democracy either. With Silvio Berlusconi,
the historic subsidisation of television networks was compounded by the
conflict of interests of a politician who owns enormous communica-
tion resources, including television networks, newspapers and publishing
houses. Media control has, therefore, always been more or less at the
centre of public debate in Italy (Hallin & Mancini, 2000) although this
has never become an ‘institutional prerogative’ as in the Polish case. In
Italy the relationship of parties with the media can be less clearly defined
due to the protagonism of the media and their inclination to seek political
protection for ideological or professional reasons.

A fact that helps us in this regard is the one noted by the Pavia Obser-
vatory on the speaking time afforded to political leaders during the news
bulletins broadcast by the RAI networks in the period from 2004 to 2019.

Figure 10.1 gives us two important pieces of information. The first is
that almost all the leaders afforded the largest amounts of time are also
heads of government. The second is that the years 2018 and 2019—when
two contrasting populist parties (the M5s and the Lega) were in govern-
ment and led by men (Di Maio and Salvini) who were both deputies to
the Prime Minister (Fig. 10.2)—are exceptions.

At the beginning of 2019, Matteo Salvini, who had conducted a
permanent campaign since the beginning of the legislature, was almost
at the height of his media and political popularity. Polls attributed more
than 31% of the votes to the Lega, but cohabitation with the M5s
was becoming increasingly untenable. The breaking point came with
the European elections, with the M5s forced to moderate its earlier
Eurosceptical positions and the League apparently on course to build a
far-right enclave in Europe, together with Marine Le Pen’s Rassemble-
ment National. The M5s’ support for Ursula von der Leyen was a clear
signal to the Lega that it was time to put an end to the agreement with the
Movement. In July 2019, voting intentions polls placed League support
at more than 37%. They were a reflection of the attention Salvini enjoyed
by dictating the media agenda and adopting an aggressive stance towards
migrant landings and the closure of ports.
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At this point, believing that the conditions were ripe for forcing fresh
elections, Matteo Salvini brought down the government. This error of
judgement tells us much about the way in which the media, or rather
hypermedia, are manipulated by the Lega leader in the interests of his
own party (Mazzoleni & Bracciale, 2018). To better clarify the media-
political relationship exemplified by the Lega, we need, for a moment,
to return to the TRT method and the short circuit that the Lega creates
between television, the Network and Territory.

The Lega’s project is indeed an ambitious one. To understand this, we
must for a moment put aside the communication paradigm to consider
other socio-political variables. The Lega’s project is not limited, in fact, to
using communication resources for propaganda purposes according to the
rules established by the media logic and perfectly introjected by Salvini
and his staff. Rather, it aims at the cultural hegemony of a new right
that demands legitimate recognition and that found a significant oppor-
tunity in the economic crisis and in the general political context (Mudde’s
populist zeitgeist). In Europe, as well as across the Atlantic, the moment
was especially propitious for the Oltranzist right: with Brexit, the Euro-
pean project was beginning to fall apart and progressive parties seemed
unable to find credible answers to citizens’ demands for protection.
However, cultural factors were decisive. Progressive parties responded
to citizens’ fears with post-materialist value priorities, the only front on
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which it was still possible for them to identify/construct people (e.g.
immigrants, LGBT communities, women). For the rest, the left put in
place an incredible repertoire of non-answers, ‘in a register that ranges
from denialism to derision, from contempt to arrogance and nihilism’
(Ricolfi, 2017: 168), offering a narrative which for many was totally disso-
nant. Expressions such as globalisation is an opportunity, immigration is
wealth, acceptance is a moral duty, etc., seemed according to Ricolfi, to
be the argumentative structure of this attitude.

The first factor behind the Lega’s success was, therefore, to have
offered a narrative that was not only perfectly assonant with people’s
common feelings but was legitimised as a just alternative to the ‘politically
correct’, judged to be hypocritical and radical-chic. This was a feeling that
was widely shared in the country and, consequently, over-represented by
the media, and television in particular, both public and private. The live
streams, the intensity with which the leader of the Lega posted news,
messages and reactions through his social channels constituted the scaf-
folding of the media short-circuit that Salvini needed not only to establish
his presence in all the useful arenas but also to become the main news
channel for his supporters, dictating their agenda and moods.

The second factor concerns the dissemination of the ideas and values
of the right through the control of textbooks, educational agencies,
television broadcasts, and connection with a complacent cultural elite.
Fundamental at this point were the social networks—the party’s ties with
the Catholic, cultural and entertainment worlds—which acted as systems
of influence in a game of mutual legitimacy. Writers, dancers, actresses,
journalists, high prelates lent their faces or their messages to Lega propa-
ganda, which then found on social media a very powerful sounding board.
The Lega is also the set of networks of influence on which it can rely.

The final factor concerns the territories, called into question as areas
representing cultural peripheries in search of a centrality, which—unlike
the cities of art, the urban metropolises, where everything happens and
everything is mediated—they can never have. It is here that the Lega
rediscovered its nature as a party expressing the centre-periphery and
urban–rural cleavage, offering large human categories sacrificed by the
so-called ‘zero-sum society’ (Thurow, 1980) representation in terms of
the demand for autonomy, centrality and access to the distribution of
resources, benefits and status. For the Lega, the territory is its most
significant source of electoral support.
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Thus, in July 2019, Salvini was extremely popular in the arenas of
media communication, social networks and territories all at the same time.
This represented a unique opportunity to win fresh elections since there
seemed to be no viable alternative. However, an alternative in the form of
a new governing coalition between the M5s and the Democratic Party—
previously the main object of the Movement’s anti-party rhetoric—soon
emerged and was the main outcome of demands for displays of political
rationality.

To conclude it seems that the two parties are in many respects one the
counterpart of the other. In the coming years we will see how tradition
and innovation are balanced in a rapidly changing society.
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(2019, November). On the media’s role and dichotomic perception in medi-
atized political communication: Empirical study of political party elites in
Poland. Romanian Journal of Political Science.
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mechanisms of delegation and representation to new forms of electronic
political participation, largely because of the spread of the Internet.

Today, social media have made it possible to enhance online democracy
through public discussion and participation. Meanwhile, the crisis of the
political party on the ground, and especially of its legitimacy and support-
mobilising capacity, has incentivised the use of new forms of political
communication as means of reaching out to constituents.

Participation and public debate online have created the presupposi-
tions for democratic change, both normatively and politically. This raises
a number of questions about democracy in the post-representative age: Is
democratic accountability enhanced or diminished by the pervasive use of
social media? Is the expansion of online participation and political advo-
cacy a threat to traditional representative institutions? To what extent,
if at all, are the new codes of cyberspace endangering the old codes of
constitutional legitimacy?

Political parties and—from the neo-corporatist perspective—pressure
groups, have shaped the politics of the last century, playing a fundamental
role in representing traditional socio-political interests and in giving polit-
ical expression to social cleavages. Especially in the post-war period, they
have helped to institutionalise social conflict and consolidate democratic
procedures. They have been necessary to ensure universal access to educa-
tion and welfare, to expand the sphere of representation and to ensure
recognition of civil rights.

The spread of the new communications technologies has paved the
way for the emergence of innovative forms of participation and political
organisation, ones marked by light and post-bureaucratic structures. The
various forms of techno-populism and the growth of online platforms
have been the consequences of a ‘participatory culture’ that has emerged
and grown thanks to the Web 2.0.

More to the point, software platforms have been set up dynamically
to act as vehicles for entire classes of social action—such as, for example,
seeking employment and engaging staff, expressing opinions, organising
protest or participating in political processes of various kinds. What has
emerged is a connected world in which platforms have penetrated the
heart of societies—affecting institutions, economic transactions, and social
and cultural practices—hence forcing governments and states to adjust
their legal and democratic structures to this new framework. According
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to the definition of the ‘platform society’,1 rather than reflecting social
change, platforms produce the social structures in which we live.

In the political sphere, platforms such as social media or customised
political techno-structures have served to organise and harness sponta-
neous waves of protest such as those of the Arab Spring, Occupy Wall
Street, the Indignados, the Gilets Jaunes and the Hong Kong ‘Umbrella
Movement’. Participating through organised platforms is easy and effi-
cient: inexpensive, but fragmented and sporadic. Thus, social media and
platforms have become a new political milieu with an old theoretical foun-
dation, namely, the Aristotelian idea of the Zoon Politikon, which has
inspired the paradigm of direct democracy.

Plaza Podemos, Liquid Feedback, Rousseau and Loomio have been
introduced to the politics of recent years mainly for three reasons:

i. to provide virtual party organisations capable of channelling ‘rank-
and-file’ energies in decision-making processes;

ii. to provide innovative forms of parliamentary representation in the
context of changes in the composition of the political class and the
procedures by which it is selected;

iii. to provide access to the political sphere to politically disconnected
social groups.

Some successes but also much criticism and many heated disputes have
marked the attempts to reach these goals of the parties considered in this
book as case studies.

Representative Democracy Challenged

In light of this book’s analyses and attempts to answer the research ques-
tions driving the individual case studies, we must ask ourselves, what, in
the final analysis, is ‘constituency communication’?

The long-established democracies, facing a range of greater and lesser
challenges—among which the rise of populism can be considered the
most significant—have also been subject to a number of specific pres-
sures. Technological change and its impact on communication and forms

1 ‘The term refers to a society in which social and economic traffic is increasingly
channeled by an (overwhelmingly corporate) global online platform ecosystem that is
driven by algorithms and fueled by data’ (Van Dijck et al., 2018: 6).
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of representation must be included among the factors that are changing
the nature of constituency communication—as must the recent pandemic.
This has not only profoundly affected the lives of individual citizens, but it
has also challenged political systems across the globe, affecting decision-
making processes, styles of communication and therefore the model of
representation embodied in them.

Indeed, long before Sars-Cov-2 began to affect politics globally,
nationally and locally, democracy had appeared to be in crisis. Numerous
conferences, books, articles and newspaper analyses had focussed on the
crisis, or at least the transformation, of democratic representation in an
age of disenchantment. The theme is one that has spawned a number
of writings among which those of Manin (1997), Keane (2009, 2013,
2018), Rosanvallon (2008), Della Porta (2013), Mair (2013), Diamanti
and Lazar (2018) and Tormey (2015) stand out. Citizens’ alienation from
politics, their hostility to the politicians that represent them, their lack
of confidence in representative institutions and the traditional actors of
political mediation are some of the symptoms of the democratic malaise.

From this perspective, communication plays an important role—
performs a crucial function—for it can help to reinforce the links between
citizens and institutions. It can also reinforce ties of solidarity and there-
fore the cohesion of a political system. Constituency communication can
be conceived as consisting of (a) the voice of the parliamentarian in the
electoral college for which s/he has been elected; (b) the attention paid
to the citizen in his/her electoral college of residence; (c) the interaction
between these two things.

Obviously, such a conception of constituency communication is
the antithesis of a model based on self-promotion—on the idea of
constituents as sounding boards—which in fact reflects a centrally
controlled communications strategy managed at some distance from the
locality, one that is essentially party based or built around the party’s
national leader (Bentivegna, 2012).

Thus, by its nature, this type of communication takes place or should
take place in peripheral arenas, reflecting an exchange of messages
between the representative and the represented, within the boundaries of
the electoral college. However, it is of enormous practical significance in
helping to link citizens residing in peripheral areas with political processes
taking place in institutions at the national level.

If such communication were not only bi-directional but also balanced,
eliminating the asymmetry typical of ‘conventional’ communication, then
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its potential for political inclusion would be very high. It would meet the
criteria of democratic citizenship and would be free of the traits typical of
audience democracy (Manin, 1997), namely, personalisation and political
marketing and therefore the self-promotion of the parliamentarian and
the expressions locally of the voice of the national leader.

The concept of disintermediation often associated with the digital
media is widely debated and debatable and it would perhaps be more
accurate to speak of a process of re-intermediation. Nevertheless, the
concept implies a process of emancipation from the tools of the ‘tra-
ditional’ media. The contrasting logic of communication of the social
media, with all of the political problems to which it gives rise (Ceccarini,
2020, 2021; Coleman, 2017; Sunstein, 2017) can, at least potentially,
enhance democracy.

In short, constituency communication represents a political and
geographical linkage mechanism of considerable significance. This is not
only because it involves a complex array of activities whereby parlia-
mentary representatives engage with and provide services to the voters
residing in their areas, but also because it is intimately bound up with the
nature and functioning of liberal-democratic systems. It goes to the heart
of representation in precisely that arena in which proximity between the
representative and the represented is at its closest.

In systems of government with robust legislative institutions,
constituency communication is carried on systematically, and has its own
structures, resources and styles. It is therefore a field of research that has
attracted the attention of a growing number of students of representation.

In the introductory section, reference was made to the contributions
of authors such as Fenno (1978) who had drawn attention to the way
in which styles of representation vary according to the power arenas
concerned, and to the resources available to parliamentarians.

Benjamin (1982) in contrast had asked, at a time when the digital
revolution and the Internet were still part of the future, how electronic
data processing, micro-computing and the visual technologies would alter
decision-making processes. Such developments would subsequently lead
to the disintermediation or re-intermediation of politics with a decline
in the capacity of party organisations to control political processes and a
delocalisation of power arenas.

Constituency communication thus became a linkage mechanism whose
significance for the practices of ‘post-representative’ politics (Tormey,
2015) was enhanced by the potential of the World Wide Web. Thanks
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precisely to digital communication and its capacity for disintermediation,
communication between the representative and the represented became
more direct, certainly faster, possibly more fragmented but potentially
more continuous, reaching voters who were permanently online thanks
to their smartphones and systems of notification.

It is a type of communication that is, in some respects, becoming
ever more central to the link between responsiveness and accountability
(Mansbridge, 2003; McCrone, 1986).

Other studies have revealed that parliamentarians’ interpersonal
networks are typically complex, ramified and increasingly profession-
ally managed (Norton & Wood, 1993). This throws a spotlight on
another crucial theme touched on in the research: consultancy and the
professionalisation of political communication.

Does Constituency Communication Exist?

Consequently, the question driving this concluding chapter must neces-
sarily be reformulated, avoiding the temptation to take constituency
communication for granted. One could perhaps ask not what it is, but
above all if constituency communication exists as a distinct field of
research with a clear agenda and a shared definition.

Looking specifically at the results of the research presented in the
preceding chapters and not just at the literature on the topic, it seems
that the concept can be seen as one embracing a wide range of different
practices. It is possible to discern, in fact, multiple and specific variations
within the framework of more general references to the communication
that takes place between elected representatives and the voters residing in
specific areas.

The case studies contained in this book focus on three different polit-
ical systems and four different parties whose common feature is their
populism, a concept that is particularly difficult to define. This means
that the chapters provide an overview of a heterogeneous, and therefore
especially rich set of examples of constituency communication.

The Italian case study focusses on the Movimento Cinque Stelle (Five-
star Movement, M5s) and the Lega (League), the Polish study on Law
and Justice, and the Spanish study on Podemos. In the first instance,
the differences in terms of constituency communication reflect differences
in the institutional contexts in which the parties, elected representatives
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and voters all find themselves. Obviously, the organisational characteris-
tics of the party machine have an impact on the communication style
adopted. The historical traditions and political cultures of these forces
are an additional variable adding a further element of complexity to the
picture. Political communication itself, or the way in which it is inter-
preted by the parties and parliamentarians (and their consultants), as well
as the instruments utilised—the digital and personal tools made avail-
able by social media—have an impact on the constituency communication
actually practiced in the electoral colleges concerned.

Therefore, if the analytic focus of the research project had been
broadened to include other cases in Europe, or other democracies more
generally, thereby including a wider range of political systems and party
families, the degree of complexity would undoubtedly have been greater.
The type of electoral system is a further significant variable shaping the
style of communication between the represented and the representative.
Majority systems with single-member constituencies raise the local profile
of the parliamentarian in question, placing him or her under some pres-
sure to be especially attentive to constituents and at least to keep in touch
with them on a continuous basis. As a consequence of considerations of
this kind, the resulting profile of constituency communication would have
been considerably more variegated and multiform.

Four Case Studies, Four Different Cases

The Five-star Movement—After a relatively rapid process of institutional-
isation, the M5s became a governing party in 2018, since when it has
changed its coalition partners three times—agreeing to govern with the
Lega (in the right-wing Conte I government), with the PD (in the left-
leaning Conte II government), and as part of the grand coalition headed
by Mario Draghi.

Lacking strong ideological anchors, the Movement has found the
process of ‘normalisation’ to be problematic. Its cybercratic organisa-
tion (De Rosa, 2014); its conception of itself as an exclusive community
working, through the acquisition of institutional power, to realise the
democratic ideal expressed by Jean-Jacques Rousseau; its belief in the
power of communication, in the absence of strong territorial roots, to
act as a panacea for resolving political disagreements: all these have been
damaged by realpolitik and individual interests. It has lost several MPs
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and has not been immune to the allure of improbity or to the resulting
political scandals.

As shown in this book, its MPs and parliamentary groups have been
subject to a Leninist style of party discipline. This has served to maintain
at a high-level public attention and the visibility of its objectives, and has
helped to link the centre of the Movement to its periphery, where local
activists without electoral legitimation have not been considered represen-
tative of the Movement. This vision is anything but democratic. Attempts
to develop the party on the ground were replaced by the idea of bringing
the platform under the control of Casaleggio Associati and considering
the Movement itself as a vehicle for overhauling the Italian party system.

At the time of writing, the M5s was involved in a legal battle to eman-
cipate the party from the platform, which was under the strict control of
Davide Casaleggio. Rigorous party discipline had proved to be a double-
edged sword: on the one hand, it was functional to party control where
the rapid growth in the number of MPs, most of whom were serving
their first terms of office, prevented the party centrally from developing
a well-organised team. On the other hand, it provoked many expressions
of disapproval of the lack of internal democracy.

The result was that many MPs became active critics of the Movement’s
leadership, rendering the internal life of the party very conflictual. Conse-
quently, while it achieved 25.6% of the vote at the general election of
2013 and increased its share to 33% at the election of 2018, its support
has fallen to 17% according to the most recent voting intentions surveys.

Podemos—This political actor has to some extent had the same fate as
the M5s. It was founded in 2014 by a number of political science scholars
at the Complutense University of Madrid. The party ended up losing the
whole of its founding group in an open conflict with the leader, Pablo
Iglesias, who was accused of an excessively authoritarian style of party
management. He was the only one of the founding group to join the
Cabinet where he was deputy Prime Minister in Pedro Sanchez’s govern-
ment, which he helped to form after lengthy and difficult negotiations.
Over time, support for this party too declined. After 2018, it lost over
7 percentage points (declining from 17.8 to 10.6%). Participation in the
decision-making process enabled through the platform ‘Participa Pode-
mos’ declined, as did activists’ evaluations of the quality of deliberative
involvement afforded by the platform.

In the meantime, for reasons of accountability, and as a form of
constituency service, deputies and senators involved ordinary citizens in
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their parliamentary group meetings by holding them in public squares
(El congreso en tu plaza). Podemos aimed to create a ‘new participa-
tory institutionism’ (Ardanuy & Labuske, 2015) by bridging the plaza
and the political institutions, but the platform procedures designed to
realise the project failed to take root as effective and permanent polit-
ical practices. Over time, the party’s organisation became progressively
more clearly structured and hierarchical, its characteristics reflecting those
of a traditional party organisation with some forms of autonomy being
allowed to its periphery.

However, while in terms of organisation and strategy the party was
undergoing a process of increasing ‘normalisation’, Iglesias realised that
the time for new forms of radicalism had arrived. In his words:

the pandemic has changed the paradigms of politics. Before Covid, it was
taboo to talk about the mutualisation of debt, public spending and the
entrepreneurial state necessary for revival of the economy. These were poli-
cies only we advanced: now all political actors have taken ownership of
them. It is time to demand more equality and social welfare, and this can
only be achieved by seeking to advance the cause of feminism.2

Although it is led firmly from the top and has a number of internal
tensions, as a collective actor the party has remained well connected
with civic and political organisations at the national and local levels and
has taken steps to avoid the risk of becoming a personal party. Unidas
Podemos, formerly Unidos Podemos, is an alliance of Podemos with
other radical left formations, which took the feminine form of its name
in 2019, well in advance of the pandemic. With the announcement of
the new paradigm represented by the change of name, and following the
party’s poor showing in the Madrid regional election in May 2021, Igle-
sias resigned in favour of Yolanda Diaz, Unidas Podemos’ Minister of
Labour, whose leadership of the party might represent a new phase.

Podemos’ representation styles and constituency communication
activity—although limited to social media use—reflect some of the
conflicts that have emerged in new populist parties:

2 Interview with Pablo Iglesias, Corriere della Sera, 2 May 2021, https://www.cor
riere.it/sette/esteri/21_maggio_02/pablo-iglesias-adesso-momento-chiedere-piu-si-puo-
farlo-solo-il-femminismo-6af253e6-a60c-11eb-b4a7-7f4ff69d1a5d.shtml.

https://www.corriere.it/sette/esteri/21_maggio_02/pablo-iglesias-adesso-momento-chiedere-piu-si-puo-farlo-solo-il-femminismo-6af253e6-a60c-11eb-b4a7-7f4ff69d1a5d.shtml
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1. the problematic coexistence of the feeling of being a movement and
of being a political party with responsibilities of government;

2. the difficulty in finding a balance between the lack of internal
democracy and managing pluralism on one side, and the pressing
demand for participatory and direct democracy on the other;

3. the use of digital platforms and their decision-making procedures to
bypass party officials or to avoid internal conflicts.

PiS and the Lega—These parties of the right present a different picture.
Both are clearly structured parties, well organised at both the national and
local level. They have existed for a long time and have strong leaders. In
the case of PiS, Jaroslaw Kaczynski is a charismatic leader able to control
the party as well as the media system, while Matteo Salvini, in the case
of the Lega, has been able to personalise the party as its electoral success
has come to be dependent on his own popularity. The analysis shows that
most of the parties’ MPs use communication resources to represent local
constituencies and to support the leader and the party in power, while
avoiding debate on national issues.

Our case studies have clarified the role, the features and the func-
tioning of social media and platform politics in the light of a new set of
connections between representatives and citizens. Yet, if platforms such
as ‘Participa Podemos’ or ‘Rousseau’ can be considered as technological
answers to the crisis of political representation, then social media make it
possible to radicalise public opinion, increasing the appeal of sovereign-
tist discourses. To a certain extent, sovereigntism can be considered as
a reaction to the post-democratic age and—at the same time—a viable
means of circumventing the conventions of representative democracy
through the creation of a hyperleader seeking direct approval. Urbinati
(2014) refers to this process as ‘Caesarist personification’, while Calise
and Musella (2019) have called it the creation of a ‘digital prince’, the
hegemonic representation of the different components of the people.
Both dynamics are intended to generate pressure for substantial change
in the distribution of power in the name of the people, for the benefit
of the people—where the latter are conceived as a legitimising force and
the source of all other power. But history wrote a different story. The
pandemic has significantly reduced the effectiveness of populist discourses
by acting on two levels:
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i. At the level of emergency policies, governments have had a central
role in providing immediate and concrete responses to demands
for protection on the part of the social and economic sectors most
dramatically affected.

ii. Furthermore, the state of national economies has forced the Euro-
pean Union to revise its commitment to austerity policies and to
mitigate their neoliberal traits. Many issues—from health policies
to social cohesion and economic support—have as a result been
de-politicised.

As a direct consequence, political parties have seen public attention
shifting from position issues to valence issues to the benefit of competent
and trustworthy chief executives. Therefore, the window of opportunity
for radical political purposes has narrowed. This means that the substance
of propaganda, along with political representation, is having to be rein-
vented in this changing context. It will be interesting to consider how in
the near future constituency communication will be affected by this and
to what extent, if at all, digital communication will be able to contribute
to bringing citizens closer to politics and limiting the democratic malaise.

Populism as a Transformative Force

In the course of the book, we have addressed the question of communi-
cation from the point of view of populist parties, trying to understand,
more from the perspective of ‘doing’ than from that of ‘saying’, what
influence the parties examined exert on democratic representation. At
the time of our analysis, these parties were all firmly in government, and
therefore in a position to reform constitutional democracy according to
the premises/promises made during their respective electoral campaigns.

It is therefore reasonable to expect party democracy to slide towards
plebiscitary and personalistic forms and, above all, parliamentary repre-
sentation to be interpreted as the expression of a partisan and imperative
mandate—‘partisan’ here being understood in the sense given to it by
Urbinati (2019).

According to the well-known scholar, populism is not an ideology, but
a form of political representation and democratic government tending to
become normality through the construction and cultivation of a people
audience. Populism is thus the name given to that democratic political



316 L. CECCARINI ET AL.

action ‘which consists in uniting diverse social claims through a hege-
monic narrative and a narrating actor who gives his name to the “real”
people’ (Urbinati, 2021: 8). It embodies citizens’ resistance to political
intermediation, the elected majority’s distrust of limitations on power
imposed by non-elective institutions, and distrust of pluralism and groups
not forming part of the majority represented by the people. The two
factors on which it rests are the direct relationship between the leader
and ‘his’ people, and the authority of the audience.

Everything in between—intermediate bodies, institutions of control,
the media—is to be reformed or subjected to political control. Once in
power, the head of government works to demonstrate that he or she is, to
all intents and purposes, the genuine embodiment of the people and that
he or she represents them directly because one is the body and voice of the
other. The cases of PiS and the Lega are exemplary in this sense because
all their political action is inspired by a proprietary logic insofar as they are
the only genuine interpreters of the people, on their own. The reduction
of civil rights in Poland, the politicisation of the media and the closure of
ports as a barrier to immigration in Italy are the evident manifestations of
this dimension—proprietary and of the majority at the same time—one
that elaborates and transforms the principle of sovereignty through the
intimately direct link between the leader and ‘his’ people. Social media
are well suited to constructing this link by strengthening the audience in
the form of a fan base and an obsessive attention to communication in
all its forms. Parliamentarians have no choice but to support this system,
reinforcing in their communication the image of an efficient government
that interprets and realises the wishes of its people.

The transformative nature of populism is also clearly visible when it
expresses disintermediation as liberation from party structures through
the use of primaries for the selection of parliamentary candidates or the
use of digital media to structure members’ participation in decision-
making processes. In this context, it takes on a more bluntly anti-party
meaning and pursues the goal of technocratic government supported
by the imperative mandate, once again a direct form of representa-
tion. Declarations in favour of horizontal distributions of power; claim
making that values accountability; post-ideological positioning: all these
are tendencies that can be traced back to the desire to dilute the party
form in a direct kind of parliamentarianism. Deprived of decision-making
autonomy and functional links with their own constituencies, parliamen-
tarians have no choice but to play an ancillary role with respect to
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government and party leaderships—now adopting a ‘party-centred’ style
of representation, now a ‘leader-centred’ style—looking with growing
intolerance at the use of digital platforms as a source of legitimation and
reduction of internal pluralism. The M5s and Podemos are in this sense
excellent examples of a democratic contradiction.

Certain Key Dimensions

In seeking to cut through the complexity of the picture that emerges from
the case studies, we can identify a number of pairs of key words expressing
opposing ideas. The concepts are certainly not new to the language of
politics or communication studies, but they are ones that can be derived
from a process of induction based on the concrete findings of each of the
case studies.

In other words, the findings of the research make it possible to suggest,
in these concluding reflections, certain ideal–typical and multiform char-
acteristics of constituency communication in the current historical and
political period, taking as the point of departure the specific, so-called
populist, profiles of the parties concerned.

Whether the elements of the constituency communication of these
actors is peculiar to them, bearing in mind that they share a common
emphasis on the ‘people’ as a point of reference, or whether the elements
are shared, more widely, with other political actors, is not possible to
establish with the data available from this investigation. Further research,
complementing the investigations presented in this volume, will make it
possible to shed additional light on this issue.

However, it will be helpful to focus on the antinomies that seem to
emerge from the case studies presented in the preceding chapters. Table
11.1 presents six antonymic pairs that can be considered as the opposite
poles of the ideal–typical traits in question, and like all ideal types, they
are combined in a wide variety of different ways in the actual world of
politics.

They represent, in other words, a number of dimensions in terms of
which the communication of parliamentarians with their constituencies
varies:

• professionalisation—non-professionalisation
• centre—periphery
• networked—platform
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• hybrid—pure
• intermittent—continuous
• tradition—innovation.

The Professionalised Model

Constituency communication can be more or less professionalised, or
in other words, rely to a varying extent on staff and on the structural,
financial and knowledge resources that are applied to the communication
undertaken by the leaders of the party. The professionalisation of commu-
nication is a structural dimension reflected by the degree of central control
over the substance of what is communicated.

This allows for greater control over the flow of messages directed at
the periphery, thereby ensuring the transmission of consistent messages,
ones that are in harmony with the message the party’s leaders wish to
direct at public opinion in order to facilitate their participation in public
debate and in political and media discussions.

Expressed differently, the more constituency communication tends
to be of this kind, the more messages directed at the localities tend
to act as echo chambers, contributing to the overall coherence of the
communication managed from the centre.

The Centralist Outlook

Communication that reflects a higher level of professionalisation—and
therefore, as suggested, a greater degree of structuration and control of
the flows of communication—is consequently characterised by messages
that are more consistent with the one being conveyed from above.
The ‘centralism’ of this approach has an impact on the direction of
communication.

Consequently, the attention of residents of the peripheries is focussed
especially on the national party leader thanks to the retweeting or the
sharing of the leader’s posts concerning national issues and parliamentary
initiatives that do not affect or affect only marginally the constituency in
question but which are of relevance to national-level politics. Commu-
nication with the peripheries thereby becomes a sort of adjunct to the
communication managed from the centre.

Otherwise put, the pressures arising from the party in central office
prevail over those arising from the party on the ground. And this throws
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a spotlight on the contradiction, inherent in digital parties, between
their pluralistic qualities—as networks emphasising participation from the
bottom-up—and the dirigism of their leaders—a quality typical of hier-
archical, top-down organisational styles. It should also be mentioned
that on occasion the ‘peripheral’ element is especially emphasised in the
communication of elected representatives. References to small villages
and to cities located in the constituency are explicitly made for strategic
reasons and in a self-conscious fashion. When the local element finds space
in posts, through the hashtags of messages conveyed via social media,
the posts themselves have a greater likelihood of being shared. This kind
of territorialisation of constituency communication becomes useful and
makes it possible to maximise the indices of engagement—the sharing
of messages within the constituency concerned—and thereby conveys the
sense of the parliamentarian’s local connections.

The Networked Structure

Digital parties reflect, to one degree or another, two opposing ideal types:
the platform party on the one hand and the networked party on the other
(Deseriis, 2020). The first is a highly centralised organisation with a corre-
spondingly strong ‘hyper leader’. The second, in contrast, places greater
emphasis on participation and on demands emerging from below, from
the social base of the party itself, offering a greater degree of inclusivity
and openness to these demands. This may also come about through the
popular consultations managed through the digital platforms, which, as
their names imply, are designed to establish a direct relationship with
members: Rousseau, in the case of the M5s and Partecipa Podemos in
the case of the Spanish party.

Constituency communication plays a specific role in such situations.
It can help to realise the ideal of bottom-up participation on the part
of citizens, voters and members through deliberative approaches aimed at
involving them in political processes generally and policymaking processes
more specifically.

Or else it can have the opposite effect. If used for plebiscitarian
purposes it risks undermining principles of political inclusion, driving
representation into arenas other than those in which it legitimately takes
place (Rodotà, 2013).

Complicating this aspect of constituency communication via social
media is the tendency of the parliamentarian not to focus attention only



322 L. CECCARINI ET AL.

on the territory and on the representation of its interests—or, in other
words, on the demands arising in the locality, the constituency—but also
on his/her own fan base.

Social channels, by their nature, are constructed around followers,
and this gives rise to a model of representation that tends to intersect
different levels of the reality in which it develops. Thereby, social channels
provide opportunities for identity management that are exploited by the
parliamentarian and, where they exist, by his/her political communication
consultants. This tendency inevitably leads to an approach to communi-
cation that is focussed on the MP him- or herself and that is associated
with processes of personalisation and celebrity politics reproduced at the
local level.

The Hybrid Quality

The hybridisation of constituency communication is a recurring theme
given the absence of a single type of communication among the different
types used. Such hybridisation is to be understood in at least two senses.

On the one hand, there is a kind of ‘dilemma’ created by the fact
that ‘anti-party parties’ first came to the attention of public opinion and
therefore of voters and then spearheaded (and encouraged) widespread
anti-political sentiments before, in many cases, assuming the responsibili-
ties of government. This implies an inevitable hybridisation of communi-
cation, which must be cast in a language appropriate both to a governing
party and to a protest movement (Bordignon & Ceccarini, 2013, 2015;
De Petris & Poguntke, 2015).

On the other hand, there is the inter-connection between new media
and legacy media characteristic of hybrid media systems (Chadwick,
2017). Communication via social media on the part of the individual
parliamentarian is bound up with the messages conveyed by the ‘tra-
ditional’ media, which are now largely digital in terms of their format.
Thus, the parliamentarian may bring to the attention of her/his followers
an appearance s/he has made in a televised debate. Or else s/he might
take up a news item, pass on details of an event or highlight the position
of a public figure concerning an issue being discussed on television or in
the press—this in order to support the position or to emphasise disagree-
ment with it. Sometimes the parliamentarian may have recourse to direct
forms of messaging such as live-tweeting, or live messaging via Instagram
or Facebook to establish direct connections with her/his supporters or
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with citizens residing in her/his constituency, as well as to present her- or
himself as an interlocutor of institutions and organisations present there.

The Weight of Tradition

It must be borne in mind that when the communications strategy of a
party is not managed from the centre, so that coordination of the centre
with the periphery and the constituency is missing, the styles of commu-
nication adopted by parliamentarians are unconstrained and therefore
extremely heterogeneous. In such cases, communication is more likely
to reflect local concerns, local identities and matters on which there are
strong local opinions. This type of communication, in which the local
element is more in evidence, takes place especially in changing contexts—
ones in which parties at the centre have repositioned themselves in the
electoral market by changing their identities and the dominant themes
of their messages, and by emphasising specific issues defining where they
are located. Thus, if on the one hand, communication at the central level
gives a novel element to the party’s public image, on the other hand
there is a persistence of traditional elements thanks to communication
at the local level. In certain respects, there is a hybridisation, a combi-
nation of novel elements, created by the political marketing strategies
adopted by the centre, and traditional anchors around issues of identity,
which remain strong in the local constituencies. Elected representatives
continue to respond to these traditional aspects through constituency
communication among other things. The implication, therefore, is that
media communication piloted from the centre is oriented towards inno-
vation and towards new segments of the electorate, enabling the party to
overhaul its public image, while local communication is aimed at reas-
suring traditional supporters by establishing a direct relationship with
them through social media and messages drawing upon local issues.

The Intermittent Character

Besides space, the element of time is also relevant to constituency commu-
nication. Neither political activism nor the activity of communication is
continuous across time. This discontinuity is captured by the concept of
electoral communication, which is intermittent by definition because it
is at its most intense in the period just prior to voting and is propagan-
distic in nature. This means that the volume of messages conveyed during
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campaign periods is at a maximum and that it then tends to shrink during
the periods subsequent to elections. Consequently, programmatic matters
arising from election promises and therefore from the attention paid to
local constituencies and voters, are likely to figure more or less promi-
nently depending on the electoral cycle and therefore on the amount of
time separating polling day and transmission of the messages themselves.
In the post-electoral phase, communication concerning the constituency
is often less about the activities of the elected representative in the local
area than it is about what is going on there, as a result of which it has a
less partisan profile.

To Conclude

If the initial question driving the research reported in this volume had to
do with the nature of constituency communication and the forms it takes,
then several clues have emerged. The capacity of any research project to
yield results is always limited by the ways in which its theoretical terms are
conceptualised and by the choices of method, analysis and approach made
as part of the process of operationalisation. Despite this, it is possible to
suggest a number of answers to the questions with which the research
began.

Constituency communication takes place in different and varied ways.
The development of digital platforms and social media have acted as
an important stimulus. The processes of disintermediation have facili-
tated efforts to communicate with local residents and organisations by
reducing the costs, in terms of time, financial resources and so on, of
such communication. This gives it considerable potential.

Digital communication has the capacity to strengthen representation
understood as the relationship between the elected representative and the
voter, between centre and periphery, and the exchanges between them.
Spatial proximity can act as a crucial mechanism linking social and polit-
ical systems, citizens and institutions of government. It can act as an arena
of debate helpful for closing the gap between the two (Mair, 2013).
However, it will not do so automatically, simply by adopting the prac-
tices of constituency communication. This depends on how actors on the
ground interpret the communication.

The research carried out in this volume makes it possible to get a
glimpse of the various facets of this communication. Its various dimen-
sions are interwoven in complex ways, creating a kind of puzzle that
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makes it necessary to consider constituency communication as a term
embracing a plurality of phenomena.

And it is reflected in concepts of representation—and in how, for
voters, it is to be managed—in ways that are equally varied.
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