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Synopsis

Decades after the rise of online platforms, democracies have still not found 
answers for how to address the power asymmetries these global platforms 
create and the detrimental collateral effects their business models have on 
democracies and democratic processes. This paper identifies the myriad of threats 
that such platforms pose currently, and recommends policies democracies can 
undertake to address these harms. 
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Context

In Ukraine, Elon Musk’s Starlink, a satellite-based 
internet service, helped reconnect the country, its citizens 
and military with the Internet at breath-taking speed, 
after the Russian invasion had destroyed much 
of Ukraine’s telecommunications infrastructure. By early 
May 2022, more than 10,000 Starlink terminals, paid by 
the US government and SpaceEx, provided a resilient 
system of critical infrastructure for the war-ridden 
country, and the world applauded this engineering 
ingenuity. Roughly at the same time, the same Elon Musk 
send shock-waves when announcing his intention to buy 
Twitter, take the company private, and to steer the 
platform’s governance towards his own libertarian, 
anything-goes world views.1

Now, after the first weeks of his tumultuous reign,  over 
Twitter, the worst scenarios seem to come true: Musk is 
the King of Twitter, he owns all of Twitter’s data and is 
able to do with it whatever he pleases (e.g. handing data 
over to governments of countries where Tesla wants to do 
business), at this discretion he brought back Donald 
Trump and many  far-right activists who had their 
accounts suspended, he has fired thousands of employees 
and content moderators, including senior managers in the 
crucial area of data security. 

The problem here is not so much Elon Musk, although 
these two anecdotes epitomize the immense power of 
those in control of digital technologies and infrastructure. 
It is not even that many of the world’s most influential 
media outlets and digital platforms are privately owned 
and controlled by a handful of billionaires, who do not 
shy away from using them as political instruments. 
The problem democracies are facing is that decades 
after the rise of platforms, they have still not found 
answers how to address the power asymmetries these 
global platforms create and the 
detrimental collateral effects their business models 
have on democracies and democratic processes. 
These include, but are not limited to: algorithmic 
curation driving anger, divisiveness and hate; 
insufficient, incapable and intransparent 
content moderation, especially in languages 
other than English; non-compliance to enforce 

1 https://www.wired.com/story/elon-musk-twitter-privacy-anonymity/.
2 https://www.theverge.com/2020/5/26/21270659/facebook-division-news-feed-algorithms  
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local/national laws; and providing the perfect 
mobilization and recruitment tools for anti-democratic, 
far-right movements.2  

These problems might not seem essential in times of war 
and nuclear threat, but they are. Democracies are 
vulnerable, they depend on public support and 
legitimacy, trust in institutions and vital public spheres.

What is Needed 

A Network for Democratic Solidarity should 
encourage increased efforts towards platform 
governance. Countries such as Germany or 
Canada should lead and promote such efforts. 
Leadership in platform regulation can currently not be 
expected to come from the United States, but single 
countries and the European Union have been moving 
forward with initiatives such as the Digital Services Act, 
Digital Markets Act, or Germany’s NetzDG. Initiatives 
for more platform regulation, and more 
generally, a rethinking of our hybrid media 
systems and digital public spheres, are much needed and 
they should:
o center the idea of the public good and public service 

in digital media regulation;
o strive for inclusive initiatives that bring civil society 

actors, scholars, platforms and state actors together, 
because self-regulation by platforms has failed and 
state regulation will not suffice;

o develop normative ideals and best practice ideas 
instead of trying to solve (presumably) isolated 
problems, formulate positive visions of what 
democratic public spheres in the digital age should 
look like;

o keep the perspective broad, focusing on reform of 
media systems (and platforms within these) for 
democracy;

o find political solutions for political problems and 
technological solutions for technology problems 
(avoid techno-determinism);

o ensure better data access for (academic) research, 
because one cannot regulate what one does not 
really understand;

o strive for algorithmic accountability and 
algorithmic auditing for democracy;
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o build resilient institutions for platform
governance and to safeguard democratic
opinion-formation;

o find new ways of funding and ensuring
survival of high-quality, critical journalism,
make public service content available for
citizens, even across countries;

o push for better public education and
science communication about algorithms,
platforms and how they operate;identify
laws and regulations in need of an update
for the digital age, e.g. electoral laws and
political party regulation/financing.

Platforms are not a threat to democracy, they did 
not invent disinformation, hate speech, 
radicalization or propaganda. But their current 
business models and their algorithmic systems 
optimized for these business models incentivize 
discourse dynamics that are detrimental for 
democratic processes. Their largely intransparent 
and non-accountable algorithmic systems fuel and 
reward negativity, anger and lead to an overblown 
impact of aggressive, abusive superusers.3

The current turmoil at Twitter illustrates why a 
communication space where hundreds of million 
people meet, organize, and mobilize should not be 
left an unregulated playground for eccentric 
billionaires. It also set a stage for a test-drive of 
Europe’s attempts of platform governance. EU 
Commissioner for Internal Market, Thierry Breton, 
has currently remarked that “In Europe, the bird will 
fly by our European rules."4 However, the case 
of Twitter may expose a weakness of Europe’s 
platform regulations: They all implicitly assume that 
platform companies will play by these rules and 
cooperate.  

The effective governance of platforms means an end 
the era of non-regulation, in which digital platforms 
grew and operated in Wild West mode. Democracies 
must incentivize the companies to effectively counter 
amplification of harmful content and to cooperate in 
safeguarding democratic processes from external and 
internal computational propaganda, finding rules 
and regulations that center the public good and the 
conditions for democracy to thrive.
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 3 https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2022/02/facebook-hate-speech-misinformation-
superusers/621617/
4 https://twitter.com/thierrybreton/status/1585902196864045056.  
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About the CIC
The Canadian International Council (CIC) is Canada’s foreign relations council. It is an independent, non-partisan 
membership organization and think tank dedicated to advancing constructive dialogue on Canada’s place in the 
world. It acts as an incubator for innovative ideas on how to address the world’s most pressing problems.

The non-profit CIC integrates the voices of a diverse and multidisciplinary group of societal actors from academia, 
business, civil society, government and the media, and endeavours to inform and develop the capacity of the country’s 
next generation of foreign policy leaders.

The CIC is not only dedicated to nurturing dialogue on Canadian foreign policy domestically, but is committed to 
projecting a Canadian perspective on the international stage. In our rapidly changing world, this effort to promote 
greater understanding and foster meaningful debate on critical challenges is more important than ever.
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