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Abstract

This critical review employs a combined approach of internal critique (analysis of
theoretical-methodological coherence) and external critique (comparative assessment
against global literature) to examine Lee and Blevins’ (2025) "Social Media and Digital
Politics". The findings indicate that the book’s innovative integration of Social
Network Analysis and Critical Theory offers a profound understanding of the role of
digital emotions and mechanisms such as echo chambers in transforming political
discourse. However, key critical outcomes reveal three major limitations: a narrow
geographical focus on Western cases, which reduces the generalizability of the
findings; a negative bias toward social media, overlooking its positive functions in
political mobilization; and a lack of concrete policy recommendations. Consequently,
by situating the work within broader international scholarship, this review proposes

greater attention to non-Western contexts, a more balanced analysis of social media’s
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impacts, and the development of actionable guidelines as essential directions for future

research and practice.

Keywords: Critical Theory, Digital Emotion, Digital Politics, Echo Chambers,
Media Policy, Network Analysis.

Introduction

This critical review focuses on Lee and Blevins' (2025) "Social Media and Digital
Politics" due to its innovative and timely synthesis of quantitative Social Network
Analysis (SNA) and qualitative Critical Theory a methodological integration not yet
fully explored in other major works on digital politics. The pervasive influence of
social media on political and social discourse is undeniable. Initially hailed as
potential democratizing agents, these platforms are now critically scrutinized for
fostering polarization, emotional reasoning, and filter bubbles. This book emerges as
a pivotal text aiming to bridge the gap between network studies and critical
discourse analysis. The review provides a multidimensional assessment, evaluating
the book’s theoretical and methodological framework, identifying its innovations
and strengths, and critically examining its limitations particularly its geographical
focus and neglect of social media's positive potentials. The analysis situates the book
within the wider scholarly conversation to outline its contribution and areas for

future development.

Materials and Method

The analytical approach of this review mirrors the book's own integrative spirit. It
employs an internal critique, assessing the coherence of the book's argument and its
use of SNA and Critical Theory. Simultaneously, it conducts an external critique by
comparing the book's findings with contemporary international research, including
studies from the Global South (e.g., Clark & Grecea, 2023). The review
systematically analyzes the book's core chapters, which utilize extensive empirical
data from various social media platforms to investigate shifts in political discourse
structures, the network dynamics of information flow, and the ascendancy of
emotion over rational argumentation. This method allows for a balanced evaluation
of both the book's groundbreaking insights and its conceptual or contextual

oversights.
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Discussion and Result

The discussion is structured around the book's main arguments and the critiques they
invite. The book's primary strength lies in its successful fusion of SNA—mapping
key nodes and closed networks that reinforce biases—and Critical Theory, which
unveils underlying power structures and inequalities. This combination provides a
nuanced understanding of how social media platforms can undermine democratic
deliberation by prioritizing emotional engagement. A key finding of the book is the
central role of affect and emotion in driving political discourse online, often at the
expense of rational-critical debate, leading to increased polarization.

This review confirms several strengths:

Innovative Multi-Dimensional Approach: The integration of network
analysis (quantitative) and critical theory (qualitative) frameworks, employed
throughout the work.

Innovation in Analyzing Political Affect: A specific focus on "digital emotion"
as a key driving force in politics, supported by numerous case study analyses.

Strong Empirical Documentation with Vast Data: The use of large, multi-
platform datasets, which are detailed extensively.

Successful Link Between Theory and Practice: Establishing a direct
connection between empirical findings and critical theoretical frameworks,
prominently demonstrated in the concluding sections.

Critical Limitations: The analysis also reveals significant shortcomings. These
critiques are strengthened by specific references to the book's content:

Negativity Bias: The book predominantly highlights the negative consequences
of social media. While its analysis of mechanisms like "echo chambers" and
"affective polarization" is deep, the documented positive roles of these platforms in
political mobilization and social movements are either absent or relegated to brief
mentions, lacking equivalent empirical depth.

Geographical and Cultural Myopia: The analysis is heavily skewed towards
Western case studies, which limits the generalizability of its findings. This is evident
in the methodological foundation and the selection of data sources and case studies,
leading to a neglect of the diverse functionalities and political ecologies of platforms
dominant outside the Western world.

Lack of Practical Solutions: While providing deep diagnostic analysis of

challenges, the book offers few concrete policy recommendations or practical strategies.
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The concluding sections synthesize findings but fail to translate them into a dedicated,

actionable framework, leaving a gap between critique and constructive resolution.
The review notes a relative neglect of two key areas:

1. The precise mechanics of algorithmic influence: While algorithms are
frequently cited as actors, the book does not delve into the specific
engineering choices (e.g., ranking signals, recommender system architectures)
that drive the observed outcomes.

2. The complex interplay between traditional and digital media ecosystems: The
analysis treats social media as a largely isolated sphere, missing opportunities
to examine how agendas and frames cycle between broadcast news, print

journalism, and digital platforms.

Conclusion

" Social Media and Digital Politics” stands as a seminal work for its innovative
fusion of network analysis and critical theory, offering a profound diagnosis of
emotional drivers in digital politics. However, its analytical value is constrained by a
pessimistic Western-centric lens and a lack of actionable solutions. Thus, the book's
primary legacy is to serve as a crucial foundation for future research that must
expand its geographical scope, demystify algorithmic governance, and translate
critical insights into concrete policy frameworks for a healthier digital public sphere

Policy Recommendations:

Establish Algorithmic Governance Frameworks: Governments and regulatory
bodies should mandate transparency and accountability for platform algorithms,
including requirements for independent audits and public disclosure of societal
impacts for core algorithms

Invest in Critical Digital Literacy: Educational policymakers should design and
implement mandatory curricula from school through university to strengthen critical
thinking skills, source evaluation, and understanding of digital media mechanisms.

Support Non-Profit and Public Alternatives: Creating and strengthening digital
public media platforms with independent funding models can foster spaces for
quality discourse less driven by commercial emotional triggers

Future research should employ comparative cross-cultural methodologies to
empirically test the efficacy of different platform governance and algorithm design

models in diverse political contexts to provide context-aware and effective solutions.
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