Profile Politics: Examining Polarization through Congressional Member Facebook Pages

Paper Abstract: Many observers of the Internet’s effect on American political life regard it as a
contributor to a polarized political climate (Sunnstien 2001, Pariser 2011). By allowing users to
self-select content that reinforce one’s preexisting belief, the Internet is presumed to inhibit the
cross cutting dialogue vital for effective democratic deliberation (Mutz 2002). Pariser (2011)
refers to this as the creation of filter bubbles where contrasting views are kept out of one’s media
diet. This paper examines the filter bubble phenomenon as applied to the Facebook pages of
members of Congress. | argue that rather than create filter bubbles, Facebook creates a distinct
form of polarization. This polarization is rooted in the personalization of politics such that
political discussions are oriented around the performance of political identity and not
deliberation on political issues. An examination of member pages allows me to examine whether
there are partisan differences in how members present themselves on Facebook and how
constituents interact with their members. 1 find that Facebook encourages a distinct type of
political polarization, through what I call an architecture of disclosure, rooted in affective,
affirming, identity-based politics rather than in actively ignoring contrasting views. Hence the
prevalence of political communication on Facebook creates serious challenges for democratic
health that are different than those posited by a filter bubble thesis.
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