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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: Visual Political 
Communication

Darren G. Lilleker, Anastasia Veneti, and Daniel Jackson

Human culture is a visual culture. Early man left their mark in the form of 
cave paintings that we are unable to decipher, but we presume they told 
stories about their day-to-day lives, perhaps educating their young about 
the world they needed to navigate. From the twentieth century, it has 
been the moving image, on television, cinema screens and via digital plat-
forms, that is most likely to capture attention and offer representations of 
human life and the human imagination. While books or radio has been 
argued to allow imaginations to make their own images (Street, 2013), 
the pictures in our head form out of our understanding of the world 
around us. Philosopher David Hume, writing in the eighteenth century, 
argued mankind’s imagination was finite and could only create unique 
compositions of elements that already existed. Hence the images we store 
in our brains allow us to imagine unicorns, dragons as well as different 
lives for ourselves.

Imagery is used in religion, with scenes of devotion and pilgrimage, in 
creating social norms, family scenes, depictions of aberrance and justice; 
images are produced to bring pleasure, entertainment, humor or sexual 
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arousal; and images are used for state control through censorship and by 
dissident groups to challenge the established order through the use of 
iconoclastic imagery (Freedberg, 1989). All of these examples demon-
strate the socio-political power of the image, and all can impact how view-
ers think and feel about their society and the place within that society they 
occupy. The ubiquity and power of imagery are thus well documented and 
raised as problematic because with visuals “the illusion is created that we 
are gazing out of a window at the real world” (Gurri, Denny, & Harms, 
2010). The fact that an image can be constructed to make a point, manip-
ulated or chosen strategically out of hundreds of similar shots to convey an 
impression can go unnoticed by the audience. The idea that a picture 
never lies is a powerful, if inaccurate, adage. The problem is that images 
appear to tap into a fundamental element of human cognition.

Politics has always had a visual dimension, and in an age of information 
overload where around 79% of earth’s population has access to television 
and 51% has Internet access, the image may be an even more powerful 
means for grabbing attention than ever before. The kings of the Renaissance 
age commissioned artists to paint their portraits, a physical representation 
of their power. Similarly, the ancient ports and cities of the world still dis-
play their power and wealth through their architecture. Across places of 
religious worship, it is the power of the respective god, as well as the rules 
set out in scripture, that adorn the walls. For the modern politician, dis-
plays of statesmanship and power have partially given way to displays of 
authenticity, but public judgments of their leaders based on their perfor-
mative appearance remain crucial for support and legitimacy (Kernell, 
2006). Several studies (Cartwright & Mandiberg, 2009; Hoffman, 2011; 
Kuhn, 2004; Marland, 2012) have shown that the new communication 
agora is filled with images of contemporary leaders. Images that bolster 
and undermine their credentials compete for the gaze of an audience. The 
gestures and facial expressions politicians make on the stump or television, 
the humorous memes that circulate, the posters and the often-infamous 
forms of political advertisement are strategically designed for maximum 
impact on public attitudes.

The socio-political power of images, which make their strategic pro-
duction and manipulation in important areas of academic inquiry, lies in 
the emotional impact an image can have. Images such as videos of “Tank 
Man” during the 1989 protests in Tiananmen Square and the death of 
Neda Agha-Soltan at the hands of an Iranian government sniper during 
the 2010 protests in Tehran both had resonance in different ages. The 

 D. G. LILLEKER ET AL.



3

former was transmitted around the world by television, a symbol of the 
might of the state and the bravery and resolve of China’s student protes-
tors. The latter was shared online, too graphic for mainstream television, 
and circulated to challenge the legitimacy of Iran’s supreme ruler. The 
poignancy of Neda looking to the camera as she took her last breaths 
choking on her own blood, perhaps symbolizing the death of hope within 
the nation, has the power to move an audience. Images of the self- 
immolation of Mohamed Bouazizi led to the first protests in Tunisia and 
the eventual fall of the Ben Ali regime. Therefore, the political power of 
the image can impact behaviors and, under extreme circumstances, light 
the flame that can lead to regime change.

The circulation of images, particularly via social media, is evidence of 
“buzz,” and when shared across social media platforms, there are observ-
able accompanying expressions of sentiment which can have a direct atti-
tudinal effect on those viewing the image. Images can also have an 
immediate behavioral effect; they can directly link to campaigns to sign 
petitions, lobby legislators or mobilize protests, each in turn leading to 
further coverage and buzz. Such indicators can show directions of influ-
ence moving with audience exposure that infers a direct link between 
exposure to an image and attitudinal and behavioral change (Gurri, Denny, 
& Harms, 2010). The power of the images is the potential to cause a 
strong emotional reaction: through capturing defiance and oppression 
(one man blocking the path of a tank), their representation of indiscrimi-
nate state murder (the death of Neda by a single bullet), of the random-
ness of terrorism (the planes hitting New York’s World Trade Center on 
9/11) or a final act of protest (the death of Mohamed Bouazizi). Even the 
color used can be a highly resonant and meaningful visual cue that stimu-
lates an emotional mood (Garber & Hyatt, 2003). Visuals thus affect us 
emotionally, awakening an array of linked ideas and perceptions stored in 
our subconscious.

The images of China’s Tank Man and Iran’s Neda Agha-Soltan are 
images in which one can easily recognize their power. The stark black-and- 
white image of the small human facing down a huge tank is one that is 
instantly recognizable. Overlay that image with our perceptions of China, 
a repressive and authoritarian regime, and our belief that citizens have a 
right to protest and one can imagine an audience experiencing surprise 
and anger; fear for the anonymous human anger against the non-human 
machine of the state. The killing of Neda would similarly elicit feelings of 
anger as well as distress and disgust, particularly due to Neda being a 
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young woman. In most societies, violence against a woman is seen as far 
more morally unacceptable; the apparent random nature of the killing, 
again by the dehumanized forces of a state, adds to the shock and disgust 
that the average person would experience seeing the video. In both exam-
ples, an intimate bond based on empathy is formed between the audience 
and the human (Kelly, 1998). But such dramatic and resonant images are 
not simply artifacts of footage from protests within repressive regimes; 
similarly, they are not always accurate portrayals of reality.

Dramatic and emotionally affective imagery is used by every leader, and 
would-be leader, protest group and any organization seeking political 
power and influence. The Catholic Church produced images of hell to 
combat the threat from Protestantism. The authoritarian regimes of Hitler 
and Stalin used visual propaganda to sustain anti-Semitic policies. Images 
of homeless veterans are used to counter government policies to house 
refugees. Images of polar bears stranded on small chunks of ice are used to 
promote more environmentally friendly lifestyles. All these and many like 
them tap into known attitudes, the fear of eternal damnation among 
Catholics in early modern Europe, latent xenophobic attitudes that existed 
in Germany, Soviet Russia and remain prevalent across societies, the 
respect for service personnel and love for cute bears. But all these images 
are to an extent also questionable. Hell is a mental construct; any portrayal 
of post-death existence is by definition imagined. The propaganda images 
play on discriminatory caricatures and urban myths. The homeless veteran 
may be any homeless person; the fact that they are homeless while a refu-
gee is housed is a mere correlation with no causal link. The polar bear 
image is out of context; one cannot ascertain why the bear is standing on 
the small area of floating ice, it could simply be taking a break from swim-
ming. Often veracity is based on believability, if we agree it is true; if we 
disagree it is fake. And here we counter the great challenge of the digital 
age. Manipulating images involves minimal skill, sharing an image is free 
and involves having a social media presence and a click of a mouse, finding 
an audience may be the greater challenge but a sustained effort of activism 
can deliver results.

The “fake news” challenge—one that is central to what has been 
defined as the post-truth era—is not simply a problem relating to visual 
communication. However, a powerful visual becomes a vehicle for mak-
ing a fake news story that has emotional resonance, which results in 
attitudinal or behavioral impact. At the time of writing this introduction, 
a row abounds regarding fakery and images. As US President Donald 
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Trump faced the media after the 2018 midterm elections, the CNN 
journalist Dan Acosta challenged him on his claims about “caravans” of 
“Middle Eastern refugees” due to “invade” the United States; this 
relates to stories of refugees making their way through countries of 
South America, in particular Columbia and Venezuela, toward Mexico. 
Trump refused to answer, instead verbally attacked Acosta while White 
House staffer Sarah Huckabee sought to retrieve the microphone from 
Acosta. After Acosta subsequently found his media pass no longer 
allowed him to attend White House press briefings and tweeted his sur-
prise and allegation emerged that he has touched Huckabee inappropri-
ately. A video was produced speeding up the moment Acosta’s arm 
touched Huckabee to make it appear a more violent act. The video was 
instantly called out for being fake; yet, the White House offered no com-
ment. Various versions of the story exist across media outlets and digital 
platforms, whose version of events is supported depends on the ideologi-
cal persuasion of the author. That such controversy can arise from a situ-
ation where cameras are everywhere, the room full of witnesses and at an 
official engagement of a democratically elected leader is worrying in 
every way. But what fakery can occur, and go unchallenged, from spaces 
where there are no witnesses?

The preceding paragraphs outline the thinking that provided the impe-
tus for this collection of essays. Put simply, human culture is essentially a 
visual culture, visuals document life and fuel imagination. Visuals have 
long been a central feature of dynamics of power, the dynamics of politics. 
Visuals have always been manipulated; however, we are now at a stage in 
the evolution of communication technologies where anyone can produce 
a fake image and enjoy political influence by doing so. This edited volume 
examines the under-researched area of visual political communication and 
aims to offer a theoretically driven, empirically grounded survey of the 
central role visual communication plays in political culture. Such a project 
is crucial at this time, when the advent of new media technologies and the 
growth of social media have created novel ways of producing, disseminat-
ing and consuming visual products that demand further investigation as 
well as consideration of the theoretical and methodological approaches 
required to understand this communication environment. In the field of 
political communication, political campaigners—those who seek election 
as well as those seeking to build public support to put pressure on the 
elected—make extensive use of the new communication platforms and the 
affordances they offer to deliver compelling visuals directly to their target 
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audience. In turn, citizens seek to consume, understand and influence the 
political reality using various visual representations. It is the aim of this 
edited volume to study these phenomena in depth by placing the visual at 
the epicenter of our examination so as to understand and highlight the 
new developments in political communication. Despite fragmented 
attempts to study such phenomena, for example, works that study political 
advertising (Holtz-Bacha & Johansson, 2017; Holtz-Bacha, Novelli, & 
Rafter, 2017), the visual framing of election (Grabe & Bucy, 2009) or 
other country-specific approaches (Archetti, 2014; Schneider, 2012; 
Shim, 2013), there is no comprehensive work that focuses on the various 
ramifications of the visual in political communication.

Our examination of visuals is constructed around four themes which 
map onto the part. The first section provides the theoretical basis for 
understanding the role of visuals within political communication. The 
opening chapter by Paul Messaris places the study within the historical 
context, focusing on three specific features of the digital media landscape: 
(1) the proliferation of cameras, (2) the increasing accessibility of tech-
nologies for the editing and manipulation of images and (3) viewers’ 
growing control over the circumstances of their consumption of mass 
media. Messaris argues that these trends have resulted in a deliberate blur-
ring of the boundaries between persuasion and entertainment. The atten-
dant substantial changes in the nature of political communication, he 
notes, are directly at the confluence where visual culture and digital tech-
nology meet.

Darren Lilleker overlays this argument drawing on the communication 
psychology literature. The third chapter, thus, demonstrates why visuals 
have the power to support the attitudinal formation that is of most con-
cern in an era of image manipulation. Positioning the average citizen as 
having low interest, visuals offer cognitive shortcuts to support decision- 
making while also aiding the simplistic or lazy thinking which can lead to 
erroneous conclusions. Due to the emotional resonance, visuals can 
engender; they are able to make people engage and cognitively elaborate 
on the messages. In a world of fragmented and ubiquitous media, and 
recognizing the key functions visuals play in political communication and 
so in democratic processes, this chapter develops the significant concerns 
we raise in framing the work. Visuals cut through communication clutter, 
but they are also used to manipulate their audience obscuring the source 
and purpose; hence, Lilleker shows how the role of visuals can be positive 
and negative for democratic engagement.
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Roman Gerodimos positions visual political communication research 
(VPCR) within the broader field of visual research methods. VPCR has its 
roots in a broad range of humanities and social science disciplines, such as 
anthropology, sociology, urban and media studies. Despite the emergence 
of a visual culture, the use of visual data in social research is still limited 
and lacking a systematic framework for the analysis of such data. Gerodimos’ 
chapter offers a taxonomy of interdisciplinary research based on the origin 
and outlet of visual data before focusing specifically on visual political 
communication through social media. Through a review of ten recently 
published analyses of visual social media data, the chapter offers recom-
mendations designed to strengthen both the role of visual data in political 
communication research and our analysis of such data.

Luc Pauwels concludes the section by taking a broad view on the visual 
dimensions of political phenomena whether or not they are pre-mediated 
into visual artifacts. His chapter provides a systematic overview of different 
resources, methods, techniques and technologies to capture, analyze and 
communicate insights into visual political communication, thereby each 
time clearly specifying their specific affordances and limitations. Pauwels’ 
main focus is on the methods and techniques that can be utilized to pro-
duce visual data and on ways to communicate findings and insights in the 
domain of visual political communication in a more visual, multimodal 
and expressive way.

The second section begins our empirical study and focuses on the way 
that political organizations employ visuals and platforms and their pur-
poses for developing a visual strategy. In the first chapter, Bengt Johansson 
and Christina Holtz-Bacha explore the phenomenon of negative mes-
sages, comparing offline and online election posters. Negative campaign-
ing, with its focus on shortcomings of the policies/ideology or the 
character of political opponent(s), has always been a part of political cam-
paigning and is similarly abundant in the digital age. This chapter analyzes 
the development of campaigning, using election posters in Germany and 
Sweden as empirical illustrations of how digitalization changes the prereq-
uisites and use of negative campaigning. The results show how old cam-
paign tools like election posters do not disappear, but rather adapt to 
digitalization, both in terms of production and dissemination. The con-
clusion points out that there are good reasons to expect an increase of 
negativity in online electoral campaigning. Negative appeals can be strate-
gically used to mobilize target groups in social media, without the risk of 
putting off other voters, as is shown when using mass media. The web and 
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social network sites have also increased the possibility of counterattacks 
toward opponents. Looking forward, Johansson and Holtz-Bacha suggest 
that negativity might increase as voters become co-creators of election 
campaign communication.

Uta Russmann, Jakob Svensson and Anders Olof Larsson shift focus 
to Instagram during Swedish and Norwegian election campaigns. 
Understanding campaign communication as highly strategic, their chapter 
discusses this digital visual turn in campaign communication based on the 
previous literature in the fields of visual communication and political com-
munication. Following Rose’s (2016) perspective of visual communica-
tion, the authors focus on the production of images and the image itself, 
exploring the meaning of Instagram postings and the iconography dis-
played. Russmann et  al.’s study thus asks whether political parties use 
Instagram to broadcast information, to mobilize supporters, to manage 
the party’s and politicians’ images or to amplify and complement other 
campaign material (i.e. hybrid campaign use). They argue that while 
Instagram was largely used as a channel to broadcast information, it none-
theless seems to impact on the form of political communication. The 
nature of the platform, they find, supports political communication (cam-
paigns) becoming less about policy issues and more about visual but 
superficial.

Concluding the second section, Edoardo Novelli explores visual politi-
cal communication in Italian electoral campaigns. Through analyses of the 
electoral materials produced in the last four weeks of campaigning by the 
main political parties and candidates standing in the Italian general elec-
tions of March 2018, Novelli focuses attention on the forms and instru-
ments of visual communication. The chapter highlights the evolution in 
the instruments and languages of electoral campaigns. On the one hand, 
he notes the disappearance of the traditional forms of visual political com-
munication, such as street posters and TV ads. On the other hand, he finds 
the spread of new tools, such as web cards, memes and videos, all related 
to the increasing role of social media platforms within election campaigns. 
Reinforcing ideas from the previous chapters, Novelli finds that the logic 
and rhetoric of social platforms are progressively changing the visual 
vocabularies and strategies of engagement of election candidates and that 
the visual component is an increasingly important element in the process 
of emotionalization of political communication.

The third section of the book takes the study beyond campaigns, where 
attention is focused on the role of visual communication in the process of 
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governance. Here, we explore how governments use visual communica-
tion to shape public opinion in pursuit of policy goals. We also explore 
how political leaders use visual communication to shape their public 
image, and the effects that subtle differences in visual representation can 
have on public perceptions of leaders. The latter is at the heart of the 
opening chapter, in which Ryan Strand and Dan Schill explore the use of 
visuals by US President Donald Trump during his first 100 days in office. 
From frequent scrum photos of the president holding up signed executive 
orders in the Oval Office to images of the president energetically sitting 
behind the wheel of a Mack truck parked outside his back door, like previ-
ous administrations, visuals have been central to Donald Trump’s presi-
dency as an essential vehicle for storytelling, image building and persuading. 
Building on previous research on the communicative functions of visual 
symbols in politics, the chapter finds that the Trump administration used 
socially mediated images to build an image based on success, power and 
leadership and to legitimize his new administration.

Stamatis Poulakidakos and Iliana Giannouli pick up on these themes 
exploring Greek political leaders’ use of Instagram. Personalization has 
always been a feature of politics but seems to have been gaining momen-
tum in recent decades. The increased attention on politicians as individu-
als implies that “they don’t only act more often as spokespersons for their 
respective parties, but also that they embody the party brand through 
their personal life and personality” (Olsson, 2017, p. 100). Contrary to 
the age of the traditional mass media, especially television, when journal-
ists would mainly choose which images of the politicians would be pub-
lished, Instagram provides politicians with the ability to actively form their 
public image. In this sense, the current research is a first attempt to exam-
ine Instagram as a political communication tool in Greece, offering an 
insight into the similarities and differences of political performance strate-
gies via the Instagram platform.

Image is also the focus of the study by Michael Sülflow and Marcus 
Maurer, but at a more granular level. They study how German politicians’ 
displays of happiness affect viewers’ gaze behavior and political judgments. 
Their point of departure is the common assumption that facial expressions 
of politicians, such as a smile, are powerful tools to draw attention and 
evoke positive impressions. The research uses a laboratory-based multi- 
method design to explore whether when a politician smiles the viewers 
have more positive judgments about them. The study demonstrates that 
the smile directs viewers’ visual attention to the mouth of the politician. 
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Further, the smile positively affects their immediate impressions. However, 
this effect only occurred for those who watched the silent debate clip 
rather than when visuals and pictures were shown simultaneously; the rea-
sons and implications are discussed in the context of trends in image 
manipulation and dissemination via social media.

The fourth and final section focuses on the more amateur, citizen-led 
forms of visual political communication that represent instantiations of 
collective action and protest. The chapters engage with debates around 
the co-creation of campaigning and political communication, examining 
the use of forms of user-generated content such as selfies, videos, Twitter 
images and memes. Building upon the debates in previous sections, it 
explores the power of peers as political communicators, whether they 
increase engagement among traditionally disengaged or marginalized 
groups and whether they can enact contribute to meaningful politi-
cal change.

The first chapter by Katy Parry explores the usage of the hashtag 
#MoreInCommon and the act of collective mourning as well as an expres-
sion of values. The murder of UK Member of Parliament Jo Cox on 16 
June 2016 brought the UK EU Referendum campaign to a shocked 
standstill, as reports emerged that the killer had shouted “Britain First” 
after shooting and stabbing the MP. Parry examines the role of the aes-
thetic and symbolic in the tweets shared by those responding to Jo Cox’s 
death, demonstrating how linkages between popular culture forms, visual 
tropes and symbols were deployed by those expressing their identification 
as an emergent compassionate collectivity and, to a lesser degree, those 
who articulated their support for her murderer’s actions. The visual shar-
ing practices on Twitter recast Jo Cox as a retrospective public figure 
whose values are to be admired. In becoming a publicly recognizable fig-
ure in the wake of her violent death, Jo Cox’s values become crystallized 
by the creative efforts of others, who form a community around her image 
and political vision. The chapter touches on discussions of how social 
media, and its potential for the co-creation of compelling visual montages, 
permits new forms of political expression for citizens.

Bolette Blaagaard explores similar themes, relating question of identity 
to the embodied visuality of protest imagery. Blaagaard theorizes an 
embodied visuality that brings about political acts of change and which 
may help define when an image enables social change and political engage-
ment. The chapter distinguishes between the political currency of iconicity 
as developed and analyzed by Hariman and Lucaites (2007) and that of 
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spaces of appearance as understood by Mirzoeff (2017). The former is 
based on the premise that iconic photojournalism supports the liberal 
democratic society by being the glue that keeps democracy together. The 
latter is defined as “a photograph of the space of appearance that emanates 
from the space of appearance, [which] contains its potential and is not 
simply about it (as in the form of photojournalism)” (Mirzoeff, 2017, 
p.  40). Analyzing two visual representations of the Black Lives Matter 
movement, Blaagaard argues that despite the similarity in what and who is 
depicted, the two distinct modalities of protest images create different 
political responses.

The final chapter by Medrado, do Vale, and Cabral explores how visual 
communication and digital platforms can allow bridges to be built between 
media activists. Using Brazil as a case study, the authors explore the poten-
tial articulations between indigenous activists and the Homeless Workers’ 
Movement (MTST). However, their study also investigates the power of 
the algorithms employed by these platforms and highlight that the logic of 
the economics of YouTube that operates behind the scenes affect the 
interconnectedness of a video promoting an ideological stance. Overall, 
the work demonstrates that new digital environments operate according 
to rules that do not promote the work of political activists; rather their 
rules are geared toward satisfying advertisers and generating revenue. 
Such operating rules thus hinder the interconnectedness of ideas.

Cumulatively, therefore, the work explores the theoretical bases for 
understanding why the study of the use of visuals in political communi-
cation is important and how to perform research on digital visual politi-
cal communication. Empirical chapters explore how political 
organizations, campaigners and activists employ visuals in order to build 
awareness, persuade and manipulate. Scammell (2016) charts how visu-
als and image have increasingly come to the forefront of political com-
munication over recent years. Visuals are equally a part of the story of 
the politics of illusion of which Bennett (2016) writes. Visuals also play 
an important role in the phenomenon of populism (Gimenez & Schwarz, 
2016), playing a key role in their rhetoric (Way, 2016). Visuals are thus 
central to the politics of our time, stimulating emotions and eliciting 
engagement among an often disengaged and apathetic citizenry (Wahl-
Jorgensen, 2019). This volume sheds light on the phenomenon of the 
power of visuals in the digital age, offering directions for future research 
in this area of growing importance for those keen to understand the poli-
tics of our times.
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CHAPTER 2

The Digital Transformation of Visual Politics

Paul Messaris

In the past, analyses of the role of digital media in politics have tended to 
focus on the verbal content of media (e.g., Small, 2010; Tumasjan, 
Sprenger, Sandner, & Welpe, 2010) or on the broader tactics behind their 
deployment (Stromer-Galley, 2016). This study is concerned primarily 
with visual matters, an area that is evolving rapidly as the technological 
substrate of digital communication acquires greater complexity. The study 
examines the cultural changes that have come about as a consequence of 
three particular developments: first, the proliferation of mobile phones 
with cameras and the consequent emergence of a culture of omnipresent 
visual recording; second, the use of increasingly powerful software for the 
digital manipulation of single photographs and for the creation of photo- 
realistic animations; third, the development of technology that enhances 
viewers’ ability to be selective in their viewing and, in consequence, to 
avoid unwanted promotional content, including traditional forms of polit-
ical promotion. Each of these three developments has had substantial 
implications for the ways in which visual media are used by politicians, by 
their supporters, and by their opponents.
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Mobile Phones and UbiqUitoUs sUrveillance

We live in an age of ubiquitous photography (Hand, 2012) or, more gen-
erally, ubiquitous visual recording. Much of that visual activity makes use 
of cell-phone cameras. As John Carey and Martin Elton have pointed out 
in their landmark study of the history of new-media adoption, the speed 
with which mobile phones were integrated into social life was considerably 
greater than that of most previous communication media (Carey & Elton, 
2010, p. 308). According to one analysis, smartphones, in particular, have 
spread faster than any other electronic technology (DeGusta, 2012). These 
developments are not especially surprising; indeed, they were a common-
place prediction in science fiction as far back as the mid-twentieth century 
(Rawassizadeh, Price, & Petre, 2015, p. 45). What might have been sur-
prising to someone from that bygone age is the pervasive use of the cam-
eras that come with today’s mobile devices. In the world of half a century 
ago—the world of Brownies, 8 mm film, Portapaks, and other obsolete 
technologies—taking a photograph was a relatively rare activity for most 
people, and making a movie was even rarer. The fact that these activities 
have now become so routine, and so deeply interwoven into everyday life, 
is one of the most notable cultural consequences of the rise of digital media.

Thanks to the concomitant development of social media, quotidian 
photography has experienced a vast increase in the potential size of its 
audience. As of April 2018, a person posting images on Facebook could—
in principle—gain access to a global viewership of 2.234 billion people 
(counting only the social network’s active users). The equivalent figures 
for YouTube and Instagram were 1.5 billion and 813 million, respectively 
(Statista, 2018). When cell-phone photography was still a relative novelty, 
Levinson (2006) pointed out that the impact of omnipresent cameras was 
likely to extend well beyond their ostensible social purposes. Levinson was 
concerned primarily with intrusions on personal privacy. As he puts it, “it 
is almost as if the camera has captured the cell phone, hitched a ride on its 
omnipresence, and therein has smuggled itself in, right under our very 
noses, every place that we may walk and sit, work, play, and relax” 
(Levinson, 2006, p. 123). What was less easy to foresee in the early days 
of cell-phone photography was the extent to which its panoptic qualities 
would make it a significant component of journalism and politics (Andén- 
Papadopoulos, 2014; Andén-Papadopoulos & Pantti, 2011; Antony & 
Thomas, 2010). In the discussion that follows, the focus will be primarily 
on ways in which this development has affected electoral politics.
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The role of mobile photography as a mediator of the relationship 
between politicians and the public may vary depending on how accessible 
politicians are in their everyday lives. A recent article about Jacinda Ardern, 
Prime Minister of New Zealand, emphasizes the fact that Ardern came to 
an interview by walking across the street from her office to a restaurant 
where she and her interviewer conducted their business while the estab-
lishment’s other patrons continued with theirs (Smyth, 2018). There may 
be other countries where a head of government can go among the people 
as informally as Ardern did. However, in the United States at least, such 
lack of boundaries would be almost unthinkable. Presidential motorcades 
are notorious for blocking traffic, and the contacts between US presidents 
and their constituents take place under much stricter security protocols. It 
is probably the case that at no time in history have people’s barriers to 
physical contact with the nation’s rulers been as strict as they are now. And 
yet, at the same time, it is almost certainly true that at no time in history 
have those rulers been as accessible to the people’s visual scrutiny as they 
are now. The reason for this seeming paradox is, of course, the prolifera-
tion of mobile cameras. When Donald Trump’s Presidential Counselor, 
Kellyanne Conway, perched on a couch in his office with her feet tucked 
underneath her during a meeting between the president and the heads of 
the United States’ historically Black colleges and universities, a camera was 
there to record this putative breach of etiquette, which ended up receiving 
more media attention than the actual substance of the presidential meet-
ing that was going on in the background of the picture (Rogo, 2017; 
Uffalussy, 2017).

In a wide-ranging analysis of the social changes that have been wrought 
by digital communication technologies, Hampton (2016) has argued that, 
in certain respects, these new media forms are bringing about a change in 
the structure of the community. The combination of mobile communica-
tion devices and social media is reversing a key feature of our image of late 
modernity—namely, the freedom from constraints of time, space, and 
social bonds—and reintroducing the persistent contact and pervasive 
awareness that were characteristic of pre-modern society. As a result of 
“pervasive awareness”—the always-on cell-phone, the continuously 
updated web feed—we live in a world in which official surveillance has 
been supplemented with “the informal watchfulness typified in preindus-
trial community” (Hampton, 2016, p. 101). Hampton was writing about 
digital media as a whole. A fortiori, his observations are even more rele-
vant to the specific case of camera-based media. Audio recording without 
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video is not (yet) a common practice in everyday life, whereas stand-alone 
photography—as in the case of Kellyanne Conway—is. In the political 
realm, the “informal watchfulness” that Hampton wrote about has meta-
phorically shrunk the social space, in which politicians and their retinues 
operate. Details of appearance, deportment, and action that might have 
seemed too small to catch the eye of the legacy mass media are now much 
less likely to go unnoticed.

It may be tempting to see this change as an enhancement of the role of 
ordinary citizens in the political process. Pantti and Bakker (2009, p. 485) 
have pointed out that photographs and video produced by non- professional 
picture-takers are the only type of consumer-created content that is rou-
tinely included in the news on a more or less equal footing with profes-
sional material. For the most part, though, non-professional images still 
depend on the major news organizations if they are to reach a wide viewer-
ship. According to Mortensen (2017), “While eyewitness images spread in 
bulk via social media across national, regional, and linguistic borders, they 
usually only gain the attention of a larger public when published by the 
mainstream news media” (p.  23). Moreover, once the news media has 
acquired a non-professional image, its creator may well lose control over 
the ways in which the image is framed, not only by the news organization 
that originally acquired it but also by other entities or individuals who may 
appropriate the image for their own purposes. That was the fate of a selfie 
taken with German Chancellor Angela Merkel by a young Syrian refugee 
in 2015. Produced at a refugee reception center in Berlin’s Spandau dis-
trict, the selfie was one of several similar images that were broadcast inter-
nationally as indicators of Germany’s welcoming attitude toward migrants 
fleeing from troubles abroad. More recently, however, the image has 
repeatedly been featured in attacks on Chancellor Merkel’s policy toward 
refugees, and it has been subjected to photo-manipulations that com-
pletely invert the spirit in which it was originally produced—for example, 
photo-montages that link the image to various terrorist incidents 
(Reinbold, 2017).

How might the spread of mobile cameras affect the electoral process? 
Consider the case of Hillary Clinton, the Democratic Party candidate in 
the US presidential election of 2016. In the prelude to the election, 
Clinton had received much stronger support from the news media than 
her rival Donald Trump had. Indeed, she had received an even greater 
number of official editorial endorsements than Barack Obama had in his 
victorious confrontation with Mitt Romney (Levy & Greenberg, 2016), 
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and, as was noted at the time, “This presidential election may have the 
most lopsided batch of newspaper endorsements the US has ever seen” 
(Harrington & Berke, 2016). Faced with seemingly daunting odds, the 
Republic campaign employed a strategy that had previously been used by 
the Democrats against John McCain in the 2008 election: raising doubts 
about the opponent’s health and physical ability to assume the responsi-
bilities of the presidency.

In Senator McCain’s case, the Democratic campaign had repeatedly 
emphasized his advanced age, and prominent TV humorists had oblig-
ingly made references to urinary incontinence, colon problems, and even 
death in their jokes about him (Kenski, Hardy, & Jamieson, 2010, 
pp. 53–71). In the 2016 contest between Clinton and Trump, age could 
not be employed as a weapon by either side since the two candidates were 
equally old. However, insinuations about Clinton’s health were supported 
with remarkable effectiveness through the use of “unauthorized” pictures 
and video—most notably, a picture of Clinton apparently needing support 
in order to climb a few stairs and a video of Clinton apparently fainting 
and being held up in order to avoid collapsing. These, as well as other 
images, were rumored to be evidence of a variety of dire medical condi-
tions, including dementia, a brain injury, and Parkinson’s disease (George, 
2016; Krieg, 2016). Two years later, there are no signs of any deteriora-
tion in Hillary Clinton’s mental or physical abilities. But, as far as electoral 
outcomes are concerned, the issue has, of course, become moot.

For people familiar with US electoral history, this aspect of Clinton’s 
unsuccessful campaign may bring to mind the first televised debate 
between John F. Kennedy and Richard Nixon in 1960, which has acquired 
special significance for visual scholars because of the results of post-debate 
opinion polling: TV viewers rated Kennedy the winner, whereas people 
who listened to the debate on radio gave higher ratings to Nixon 
(Druckman, 2003). It is commonly assumed that Nixon’s appearance—
pale, sweaty, and underweight as a result of a recent hospitalization—
undermined the persuasiveness of his words. According to Kathleen Hall 
Jamieson, perhaps the leading authority on political campaign rhetoric in 
the United States, “The tragedy of the first debate for Nixon was that an 
aggregation of cues irrelevant to the audience’s judgment of him as a 
potential president biased its appraisal of his performance…. The argu-
ment can be made that whether or not a candidate perspires under the hot 
studio lights should have no bearing on his possible performance as presi-
dent” (Jamieson, 1984, pp. 158–159).
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Today, we know, in fact, that Nixon’s health back in 1960 was fine, and 
that he lived for another three decades without significant medical difficul-
ties other than an episode of phlebitis, whereas Kennedy suffered from a 
number of severe health problems throughout the entirety of his all-too- 
short adult life (Dallek, 2002). We also know, however, that any number 
of highly successful political leaders were also plagued by ill health while in 
office, often with no major repercussions on their performance. Jeremy 
Hugh Baron, a physician, has presented evidence that some of the most 
accomplished and respected prime ministers of the United Kingdom, 
including Clement Attlee and Winston Churchill, were afflicted with a 
variety of ailments during their terms as heads of government (Baron, 
2009). Attlee has repeatedly been voted the most effective twentieth- 
century prime minister by British historians and political scientists. Would 
the United Kingdom have been deprived of his stewardship if he had had 
random cameras recording his every move and mood?

digital Photo-ManiPUlation and visUal 
editorializing

If we had to pick a single starting point for the digital transformation of 
visual communication, a good choice would be the two-year period 
1990–1991. The year 1990 was one in which Adobe released Photoshop 
version 1.0. The year 1991 was one in which Tristar Pictures released 
Terminator 2: Judgment Day. Photoshop was not the first technology for 
the digital manipulation of photographs, but it was the first software plat-
form to make that kind of technology available to a wide range of users. 
Terminator 2 was certainly not the first movie to feature digital special 
effects, but it was the first big-budget Hollywood blockbuster in which 
digital fantasy was integrated seamlessly into photographic reality. Taken 
together, the development of digital photo-manipulation and digital spe-
cial effects has greatly expanded the powers of visual communicators. 
Although Photoshop is commonly used to transform things that already 
exist, and digital effects are often used to create things that could never 
exist, both of these technologies have a similar goal: to make the fake 
look real.

As an example of the potential political implications of these technolo-
gies, consider the results of a pair of experiments by Jeremy Bailenson and 
his colleagues at Stanford (Bailenson, Iyengar, Yee, & Collins, 2008). In 
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one experiment, subjects’ faces were photographed, and, without their 
knowledge, their facial features were morphed with the features of one or 
another of a pair of two relatively unfamiliar politicians. Asked to choose 
between a politician whose face had been morphed with theirs and a poli-
tician whose face had been morphed with someone else, the subjects 
expressed a strong preference for their “own” morph. And yet—very cru-
cially—they demonstrated no conscious awareness of the manipulation. 
Likewise, in a second experiment, conducted at the time of the 2004 elec-
tion for US president, subjects’ faces were morphed with photographs of 
either George Bush or John Kerry, the two major-party candidates for the 
presidency. Highly partisan voters were not affected by this manipulation. 
But among weakly partisan and independent voters, the facial morphs had 
the effect of swinging people’s choices in the direction of the morph. And, 
once again, subjects were not aware of the source of this effect.

The Stanford study could be seen as a reason for concern about the 
conceivable implications of digital photo-manipulation, but it is not repre-
sentative of anything being done on a large scale in contemporary political 
campaigns. In order to make a more general assessment of the impact of 
digital media on political persuasion, it is interesting to begin by going 
back to the early writings of visual scholars responding to the advent of 
Photoshop and similar technologies. When digital photo-manipulation 
was still an emerging technological and cultural phenomenon, books and 
articles about visual media frequently contained predictions about its 
future impact. It is instructive to compare those predictions with the way 
things have actually turned out. The titles of some of those old publica-
tions make it clear that their authors saw digital photo-manipulation as a 
major game changer in visual communication. Repeatedly, in those titles, 
we encounter words such as “post-photographic” or “end of photogra-
phy” (Brand, Kelly, & Kinney, 1985; Mitchell, 1992; Ritchin, 1991). 
These words express the belief that digital photo-manipulation had 
destroyed the traditional link between photography and visual reality. The 
old, pre-Photoshop photography was now dead, and a new medium was 
taking its place. The new medium would be no more trustworthy than a 
picture drawn by hand, but its superficial realism would make it a powerful 
means of visual deception.

Of course, photo-fakery did not begin with Photoshop. Long before 
there were any digital media, people were creating visual lies by physically 
cutting and pasting photographs or simply painting on them (Fineman, 
2012). Indeed, at the same time that the first analyses of Photoshop were 
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being published, photographic historians were issuing vivid descriptions of 
the manipulation of photography by authoritarian regimes in pre-digital 
days (Brugioni, 1999; Jaubert, 1989; King, 1997). The illustrations in 
these books were useful reminders of how clumsy and crude much of the 
pre-digital phoniness had been. By comparison, the degree of photoreal-
ism that is achievable by digital manipulation can seem uncanny—as the 
Stanford study vividly demonstrated, by producing photographic morphs 
whose artificiality was completely undetectable despite the fact that the 
morphs contained the viewers’ own faces. It was with that comparison in 
mind that writers used the term “post-photographic” to describe the age 
of digital media. The term expressed two predictions about the impact of 
digital photo-manipulation: first, that the use of visual lies for nefarious 
purposes—such as political propaganda—would become increasingly 
common; second, that all visual images, no matter how authentic, would 
become increasingly suspect. Those two predictions were made almost 
three decades ago. In today’s world, a large segment of the population has 
never known a time when Photoshop did not exist. Has this world really 
become “post-photographic,” as the early critics of Photoshop said it 
would? Have their predictions about digital photo-manipulation 
come true?

It is unquestionably true that manipulated photographs have become a 
ubiquitous form of political communication. A typical example: Presidents 
Clinton, Bush, Obama, and Trump can all be found in photographs fea-
turing grotesquely elongated noses. Sometimes, the photographs are 
helpfully labeled “Pinocchio,” but, even without the label, their implied 
criticism of the president is clear enough. However, as this example sug-
gests, the fakery in political Photoshop tends to be undisguised, if not 
blatant. In other words, it would be more appropriate to describe such 
images as political cartoons than as visual lies. As far as political communi-
cation is concerned, it seems fair to say that digital photo-manipulation 
has come to be treated mostly as a form of open editorializing than as a 
means of covert misinformation.

What are we to make of this trend? Why has a technology with such 
unprecedented illusionistic powers ended up being used as if it were just 
another form of drawing? It is tempting to see this development as a 
 validation of the second of the two predictions that we described a moment 
ago. In other words, perhaps people use Photoshop as just another way of 
making cartoons because the public has lost all faith in photorealism. Why 
bother creating a photo-realistic fake if no one is going to be fooled by it? 
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This interpretation of political photo-manipulation seems to jibe with 
changing attitudes toward visual lies. One of the most notorious examples 
of political photo-fakery in the United States occurred during the 
Presidential election campaign of 2004. The image in question was made 
to look like an old newspaper clipping from the time of the Vietnam War. 
It showed John Kerry, the Democratic candidate in 2004, as a young man 
standing at a podium next to Jane Fonda, who—according to the cap-
tion—was addressing an anti-war rally. Fonda had incurred the enduring 
enmity of many Americans when she was photographed on a North 
Vietnamese anti-aircraft gun during a visit to that country in 1972 in the 
midst of the Vietnam War. The fake photograph—a composite—of her 
with Kerry was an attempt to transfer some of that odium to him. The 
attempt appears to have succeeded. Substantial numbers of viewers 
believed that the image was real, and when the lie was exposed, the case 
generated considerable controversy and eventually led to a lawsuit by the 
copyright owner of the original Kerry photograph (Shearer, 2009).

These events happened a decade and a half ago. Now let us jump ahead 
to the US presidential election campaign of 2016. This campaign also 
featured a digital composite, which appeared on a website sponsored by 
Senator Ted Cruz, and showed one of Cruz’s opponents, Senator Marco 
Rubio, shaking hands with President Obama. The picture was labeled 
“The Rubio-Obama Trade Pact,” a reference to Senator Rubio’s support 
for the Trans-Pacific Trade Partnership. This attempt to associate a 
Republican presidential contender with a Democratic President drew 
heated protests from Rubio’s campaign. However, with few exceptions, 
the incident seems to have faded from notice almost immediately. Notably, 
Cruz’s national spokesman Rick Tyler treated the incident as if it were a 
perfectly routine component of the political process. “Every picture in a 
political campaign is Photoshopped,” Tyler told Fox News. “It is abso-
lutely true” (Fox News, 2016). So, we do seem to have arrived at a point 
at which the Photoshop critics of the 1980s and 1990s have been proven 
correct in their predictions: We seem to be living in a world in which digi-
tal photo-manipulation is taken for granted, and the occasional photo- 
realistic fake is discounted. Photoshop and similar technologies are 
certainly in wide use in the political world—but, as the early writings on 
these technologies had predicted, their use seems to be accompanied by a 
widespread understanding of the manipulated nature of its products.

It remains to be seen, though, how public attitudes toward photo- 
manipulation will evolve when it becomes possible to create photo- realistic 
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video fakes that are as convincing as digitally manipulated still images. Five 
hundred years of post-Renaissance painting have accustomed people to 
the possibility that a realistic-looking portrait could have been created by 
hand. There has been no equivalent precedent for realistic-looking video. 
Consider the following episode from the world of tabloid journalism. In 
June of 2010, a number of tabloid publications in the United States car-
ried a story about a massage therapist’s accusation of sexual abuse against 
former Vice President Al Gore. The incident had allegedly happened in a 
Portland, Oregon, hotel in 2006. According to the woman’s account, Al 
Gore had made inappropriate advances to her in the course of a massage 
session. A spokesperson for Al Gore firmly denied all allegations, which 
had not led to any criminal charges. In print publications, this story was 
typically reported without much in the way of accompanying images. 
However, on the website of the Hong Kong-based Next Media (now 
called Next Digital), viewers were able to watch a detailed video re- 
enactment of the woman’s account. Al Gore was shown fondling the 
woman, plying her with alcohol, and so on. This video was one of many 
digital animations employed by Next Media in their tabloid-style stories 
about real, well-known people (Kaplan, 2010).

Produced via motion capture on a very tight schedule as well as a tight 
budget, the Gore video was far from being photo-realistic. Even today, 
almost a decade later, low-budget motion capture may not seem like much 
of a challenge to any viewer’s ability to detect manipulation. But the cost of 
digital-media technology has been trending inexorably downward, and 
what is today accessible only to a few will soon enough percolate to a wide 
variety of users. At that point, some successor to Next Media will be able, if 
it wishes, to graft the facial features of well-known figures such as Al Gore 
onto computer-generated animations that are indistinguishable from images 
shot with a camera. When that happens, the role of photographic media in 
political persuasion may go through a change that is big enough to rival the 
transformations brought about by the technologies of the early 1990s.

the decline of traditional advertising and the rise 
of Political entertainMent

When we speak of the digital age in visual media, we usually focus on tech-
nological innovations that have been transforming the production or the 
distribution of images. However, in certain respects, the most consequen-
tial aspect of the digital age has been its impact on the consumption of 
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images. The development of the internet has accelerated a process that 
had already been set in motion by cable and satellite television—namely, 
the continuing increase in the number of information and entertainment 
sources available to viewers. Meanwhile, the introduction of the digital 
video recorder and related time-shifting technologies has increased view-
ers’ ability to make selections within the things that they choose to view. 
In their assessments of the political and social consequences of these pro-
cesses, academic researchers have written about the loss of the shared pub-
lic space that existed when a nation’s media landscape was dominated by a 
handful of television channels, such as ABC, CBS, and NBC in the United 
States or BBC1, BBC2, and ITV in the United Kingdom. Referring to the 
explosive growth in people’s viewing choices since those days of scarcity, 
Elihu Katz has argued that “mass democracy [is] deprived of its last com-
mon meeting ground, and, if theories of technological determinism are 
applicable, the cohesion of the nation-state itself is in jeopardy” (Katz, 
1996, p. 22). Conversely, recent analyses of the spread of the internet have 
provided evidence in support of the assumption that media fragmentation 
leads to increased political polarization (Davis & Dunaway, 2016; Lelkes, 
Sood, & Iyengar, 2017).

The association between the proliferation of media channels and the 
polarization of political views is due partly to what people choose to 
watch—namely, material that matches their pre-existing political beliefs—
and partly to what people avoid watching. Two types of media contents 
that people avoid watching are news programs (Huang, 2009; Lee & 
Chyi, 2014; Ndlovu, 2014) and advertising (Cho & Cheon, 2004; Choi, 
Kim, Kim, & Yeh, 2013; Seyedghorban, Tahernejad, & Matanda, 2016). 
The diminished reach of news and ads has deprived politicians of two of 
their most useful means of self-promotion. The decline of news watching 
has been particularly significant in this regard because news coverage of 
politicians’ actions and pronouncements had traditionally been seen as a 
source of “free” media by political campaigns. Moreover, political 
 advertisements had often been the subject of that free news coverage 
(Ridout & Smith, 2008).

These circumstances form the backdrop for one of the characteristic 
features of the digital age, the migration of political advocacy into the 
realm of entertainment media. On September 16, 1968, when Richard 
Nixon, campaigning for the presidency of the United States, made a five- 
second humorous appearance on the comedy show Rowan and Martin’s 
Laugh-In, the event was so extraordinary that it has often been credited 
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with providing the winning margin of votes in Nixon’s eventual electoral 
victory (Daugherty, 2018). On September 15, 2016, when presidential 
candidate Donald Trump appeared on The Tonight Show Starring Jimmy 
Fallon, a talk show, the only aspect of the event that was considered 
unusual was the fact that Trump allowed the host to muss his hair (Rubin, 
2017). In recent years, prominent US politicians have also been featured 
in brief cameo roles in fictional movies or TV shows—most notably, per-
haps, the series Parks and Recreation, which has hosted Senators Barbara 
Boxer, John McCain, and Olympia Snowe, as well as former Vice President 
Joe Biden.

What are the consequences of getting one’s political “news” from com-
edy shows and other “infotainment” sources? In a large-scale study con-
ducted in 2000, Moy, Xenos, and Hess (2005) examined the relationship 
between exposure to such shows and various measures of political partici-
pation. Their findings indicated that, for some viewers at least, the rela-
tionship may be positive, but the authors conclude with a word of caution:

Although citizens may learn from ‘soft’ programming […] and candidate 
appearances and political content on late-night comedy programs may reach 
younger and characteristically politically disengaged audiences […] the 
effects of political infotainment on civic engagement may be less equalizing. 
With respect to political activity, politically oriented content on late-night 
shows appears to be preaching to the choir. (Moy et al., 2005, p. 125)

In other words, the effects of these shows may be to enhance the politi-
cal involvement of viewers who are already interested in politics, rather 
than to generate interest among the previously uninvolved. Arguing from 
a broader perspective, though, Thussu (2007) has pointed out that the 
changing conditions brought about by the advent of digital media have 
affected the very nature of what counts as news, rather than simply inject-
ing some forms of “news” into entertainment contexts: “The celebrity 
culture and what has been called the ‘Page 3 world’—gossip-laden report-
age of the good times enjoyed by the metropolitan party-goers, predomi-
nates” (Thussu, 2007, p. 106).

The kind of concern that Thussu expresses—a familiar concern in com-
mentary about the digital transformation of news and politics (McNamara, 
2011; Thrall et al., 2008)—has to do with the content of “infotainment,” 
that is, the topics that it deals with and the seriousness with which those 
topics are covered. We might also ask, however, how the context of 
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entertainment programs affects viewers’ responses to them. In a nuanced 
discussion of what politicians may gain or lose by participating voluntarily 
in the world of entertainment media, John Street talks about the risk of 
seeming fake and insincere, and he cites the case of John Prescott, former 
Deputy Prime Minister of the United Kingdom, who was drenched with 
ice water by a member of the band Chumbawamba for having had the 
temerity to attend the British music industry’s 1998 Brit Awards (Street, 
2004, p.  436). Other writers have made similar points (e.g., Eriksson, 
2010), but, on the whole, the research evidence on this topic suggests that 
appearances in entertainment media tend to generate positive support for 
political candidates, at least among potential voters who do not already 
have strong political opinions (Baum, 2005). In his discussion of these 
findings, Baum pinpoints a crucial factor that distinguishes entertainment 
programs from more traditional contexts of political advocacy: viewers’ 
resistance to implied political messages may well be lower in the former 
case (Baum, 2005, pp. 230–231).

The idea that political “entertainment” is likely to encounter less viewer 
resistance than explicit politicking may seem intuitively obvious, but it is 
supported by a substantial body of scholarship on the role of “persuasion 
awareness” in all forms of advertising. The archetypal topic in this area of 
research is the issue of subliminal advertising, which confronts viewers 
with messages whose existence they are completely unaware of. Several 
studies have presented evidence of the effectiveness of subliminal advertis-
ing in politics (Stewart, 2008; Stewart & Schubert, 2006; Weinberger & 
Westen, 2008). But a message need not be entirely subliminal in order to 
evade our conscious awareness. An important theoretical analysis by 
Erdelyi and Zizak (2004) has argued that the essential psychological pre- 
conditions for subliminal persuasion are also satisfied by forms of advertis-
ing that merely deflect awareness of intent rather than completely obscuring 
it. This argument is supported by research in which viewers’ awareness of 
persuasion was suppressed by their involvement in the broader context of 
an advertising message—for example, cases in which advertising was 
embedded in video games (Verhellen, Oates, de Pelsmacker, & Dens, 
2014; Waiguny, Nelson, & Terlutter, 2014) or visual narratives (Green & 
Clark, 2013).

An additional contextual element that is routinely used to suppress per-
suasion awareness—and, indeed, to mask occasional deceptive advertis-
ing—is humor (Shabbir & Thwaites, 2007), which, of course, is a common 
ingredient of entertainment media that feature appearances by politicians 
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or, more generally, deal with political matters (Holm, 2017). These con-
siderations may help to explain the generally positive responses to politi-
cians observed in Baum’s research. At the same time, though, they point 
to a particularly problematic aspect of infotainment when it serves as a 
vehicle for political advocacy—either by politicians or by their friends and 
enemies in the media. When facts are distorted in an explicitly informa-
tional context, conventional rules of accountability can be enlisted as a 
means of seeking redress. When equivalent distortions occur in the con-
text of humorous entertainment, not only are such rules of accountability 
absent but the plausibility of the distortions is actually—and somewhat 
paradoxically—enhanced by the contextual suppression of persua-
sion intent.

These matters are touched on by Williams and Delli Carpini (2011) in 
an extensive examination of the fate that befell Sarah Palin, former 
Governor of Alaska, in her 2008 campaign for the vice presidency of the 
United States. As Williams and Delli Carpini say, Palin’s campaign was 
completely derailed by her treatment at the hands of the entertainment 
media and, in particular, comedian Tina Fey, whose humorous imper-
sonation of Palin became a frequent reference point in the “serious” 
news. Fey’s portrayal used “an uncanny physical resemblance and spot-
on accent to parody Palin’s intellectual shortcomings as a candidate for 
high national office (‘I can see Russia from my window’)” (Williams & 
Delli Carpini, 2011, p. 4). In passing, it might be noted that the positive 
reception of Fey’s impersonation raises interesting questions about prej-
udice toward Western speech and mannerisms among some sectors of 
US society. For present purposes, though, the more pertinent aspect of 
Williams and Delli Carpini’s characterization is their parenthetical refer-
ence to the line “I can see Russia from my window.” This line, which 
drew much applause when Fey uttered it, was widely taken as an accurate 
repetition of something that Palin had said in an interview, and it, there-
fore, became the most quoted single element of Fey’s act, serving as a 
capsule demonstration of Palin’s putative ignorance. And yet, as fact-
checker Snopes has pointed out, Palin never said such a thing. What she 
actually said was that there are parts of Alaska from which Russia is 
indeed visible—a perfectly accurate claim (Fact Check/Politicians, 
2015). If a hostile newscaster had attributed those words to Palin, the 
damage might have been considerably less than when a comic imperson-
ator spoke them.
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conclUsion

This discussion has examined three technological developments that have 
had a notable impact on political communication in the age of digital 
media: mobile cameras, the creation and manipulation of photo-realistic 
images, and technologies that enable the avoidance of traditional vehicles 
for political campaigning. Mobile cameras have given citizens unprece-
dented visual access to political leaders, but they have also exacerbated a 
tendency—on the part of media as well as the citizenry—to pay undue 
attention to matters that may not be particularly germane to a politician’s 
actual effectiveness in office. Photo-realistic imaging technologies have 
greatly enhanced the ability of media professionals as well as non- 
professional image-makers to use photo-manipulation for the purposes of 
political commentary, but—for the moment—they do not appear to have 
resulted in large-scale falsification of visual evidence. The avoidance of news 
and advertising has contributed to an increase in the use of entertainment 
media for the purposes of political campaigning and advocacy, with conse-
quent erosion of accountability in cases of misrepresentation or bias.

To a considerable extent, these outcomes should be thought of as tem-
porary, subject to change as the technologies that have produced them 
also change. As facial recognition advances and becomes a more standard 
feature of cameras, the unfettered use of mobile photography is very likely 
to face increasing legal and/or regulatory challenges arising from con-
cerns about privacy and state surveillance. As noted already, current cul-
tural beliefs about digital photo-manipulation are also likely to change, as 
photo-realistic animation gets increasingly closer to the point of being 
able to generate convincing video facsimiles of actual, known people. Only 
in the case of politicized entertainment does it seem hopeless to try to 
make any predictions. Just as the viewers of today are often bemused by 
the seeming lack of political awareness in old movies or TV shows, so too 
there may come a time when future viewers marvel at the amount of 
 attention that present-day audiences pay to the political opinions of media 
celebrities.
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CHAPTER 3

The Power of Visual Political 
Communication: Pictorial Politics Through 

the Lens of Communication Psychology

Darren G. Lilleker

The Power of The Visual

On 15 October 2008, presidential candidates Barack Obama and John 
McCain walked out on to the stage of the Hofstra University arena in 
New York for the third and final debate. A freeze frame of them taking 
their seats showed Obama as relaxed and self-assured; McCain lurched, 
tongue out, seeming to be scrabbling for this seat. The picture circulated 
widely on blogs and via Twitter and was picked up by a range of media 
outlets. The iconic image was framed as demonstrating the choice 
Americans faced (Burkeman, 2008). On 10 October 2016, the third 
debate took place at the University of Nevada in Las Vegas. Donald 
Trump’s strategy was to undermine the credibility of his opponent Hillary 
Clinton, calling her a liar and a ‘nasty woman’. An image of her speaking 
to the audience with Trump stood behind her appearing to smugly dismiss 
her argument again gained a wide audience. Both images offered visual 
juxtapositions of the candidates, were described as iconic and may well 
have aided the decisions of some undecided voters. Whether highly 
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 sophisticated or unplanned, the visual in politics can convey as much 
meaning as any accompanying words and can equally elicit strong emo-
tional responses. Both images could offer the impression of who would be 
the best leader of America and, ergo, the free world. Hence, an image, if 
viewed as representing a synthesis of the choice to be made, can lead to 
impressions being formed that can prove decisive at the ballot box.

The chapter argues that understanding the psychological importance of 
images is crucial for understanding much about twenty-first-century poli-
tics and takes as its starting point the body of research that demonstrates 
the power of visual imagery to convey a meaning more powerful than can 
be expressed by words alone (Messaris, 1997). This body of work demon-
strates that visuals have a unique power in political communication 
‘because we believe our own eyes, but know well that people are manipu-
lative, we tend to be verbally skeptical and visually gullible’ (Joo, Li, Steen, 
& Zhu, 2014, p. 217). While it is almost impossible to accurately measure 
the impact of any single image under real-world conditions, it is possible 
to suggest why visuals may have resonance and create affect. Therefore, 
through a discussion of processes of socialization that create normative 
standards against which the real world is measured, then assessing the 
cognitive processes that occur at the point of exposure to visual political 
communication, this chapter deconstructs the power of the image from a 
psychological perspective to explain why images resonate and manipulate 
peoples’ beliefs and attitudes. The examples are largely drawn from 
research into political campaigns, but they are broadly applicable across 
the field of political communication as images are used to manipulate an 
audience to support a candidate, a policy, military intervention, the accep-
tance or rejection of refugees, to fight for environmental protection and to 
demonize an opponent. In every case, the image must convey an idea that 
resonates with the learned values of their audience.

reading Visuals, learning norms

Learning to read often involves combining pictures and words to break 
monotony as well as to aid the learner understand the meaning of words 
and how they correspond to the real world (Samuels, 1970). Through the 
process of making heroes and villains instantly recognizable, education 
reading and entertainment permit children to map the world around them 
and develop perceptions of others based on their appearance and behavior. 
The collection of cues from images is a core part of the process of 
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 socialization, whereby the norms and ideologies of a society become inter-
nalized. Socialization starts at birth and, depending on physical and social 
mobility, can take place across a life cycle as we learn and adapt to the 
society around us. Socialization processes provide both fixed and evolving 
schema, cognitive categorizations of information that define objects but 
more importantly political parties, leaders, candidates and policy stances. 
Schema allows people to judge the extent that real-world performances 
can be judged in terms of their fit to norms and expectations. Schema aids 
perceptions of what is normal or aberrant and so forms the building blocks 
on which political communication to be based. Schema can also lead to 
perceptions being manipulated through carefully crafted strategic political 
communication (Lilleker, 2014). Imagery can be used to portray ideal 
roles, behaviors and the norms of a given society, for example, how a 
world leader should look or what makes a leader appear more authentic, 
honest, decisive or competent. Ufomata (1998) argues that if textbooks or 
advertisements show scientists or engineers as male, whereas females are 
portrayed as mothers or homeworkers, the aspirations of young females 
become restricted; they follow the path determined by social norms. 
Similarly, one might extrapolate that a female candidate for president is 
‘abnormal’ and must prove herself to a far greater extent than any male 
rival. Zelizer (2004) argues media are crucial for propagating common 
perceptions through the strategic use of imagery controlling and manipu-
lating societal norms. Political campaigns also seek to manipulate percep-
tions of what is right and wrong, encouraging their arguments to be 
internalized in the schema of their audiences. Visual representations of 
juxtapositions between right and wrong are argued to have specific reso-
nance, due to their ability to capture an argument succinctly and ensure it 
is retained in memory.

At the most basic level, schema permits us to recognize what is normal 
and what is not, linked to the animalistic instincts of fight or flight (Lilleker, 
2014). However, they are also constructed around more fundamental 
rights and wrongs to aid arriving quickly at normative value judgments. 
Schema for political candidates, individuals or policies, particularly when 
linked to deeply held values, allows judgments to be made about how 
things are, how things ought to be and who has the right character or poli-
cies to achieve what is required. Thus politicians are judged on whether 
they conform to the expectations embedded in a society’s culture. Images 
are frequently used, particularly during election campaigns, to convey 
messages. The norms created through socialization are important as they 
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act as controls upon human affect. Affect is the emotional response one 
has when being exposed to an image and assessing the information it holds 
compared to internalized norms and values. Images can be described as 
ideo-affective formations (Tomkins, 1962), composites of colors and con-
tent which as a whole and in parts elicit reactions ranging from enjoyment 
and excitement through to disgust, fear or shame. Images that break con-
ventions can be surprising, shocking and even repulsive, depending on 
how the context is read; familiarity can be comforting while also unre-
markable. All these reactions are forms of affect resonance, where an emo-
tional response is triggered that is internally meaningful to the receiver 
(Magai, 1999). Affect resonance is a powerful force underpinning attitude 
formation and providing the mobilization that results in behavior.

Political campaigns across the world use images to elicit affect. 
Candidates on the stump promising to bring ‘change’, reunify a nation or 
make it great again attempt and accentuate their words through the 
accompanying performative aspects. The overall spectacle seeks to engen-
der feelings of hope and excitement and hardens the commitment among 
those who believe their policies are correct, tenable and trust the candi-
date to enact them. Pictures or videos showing known threats, warning of 
the danger to the economy or national security if a rival is elected, engen-
der fear where the accusation is believable. Each image builds a schema 
around a candidature; the schema may form around strong associations 
with hope, unity, patriotism, economic stability, strength in foreign policy, 
protection against internal threats or a myriad other desires or threats citi-
zens have internalized (Lilleker, 2014). Through the learning processes 
that occur during an election contest, a citizen might also internalize their 
support for a candidate due to the affect resonance of their campaign. 
Campaign visuals might make a candidate appear more ‘authentic’ or ‘in 
touch’, more accessible or likable, or even more trustworthy; this effect 
was seen among the young UK voters who supported Jeremy Corbyn at 
the 2017 General Election (Lilleker & Liefbroer, 2018). In this case, 
extensive exposure to images of Corbyn with ordinary people, rappers, 
people from underprivileged and ethnic minority backgrounds built a 
schema associating him as being caring and in touch. Hence, in a fairly 
short term, Corbyn’s performative acts socialized many young people to 
think of him as an honest and authentic individual based on their exposure 
to, mainly, visual campaign communication. As this is a group who, on 
average, possess lower levels of knowledge of and interest in electoral poli-
tics, as are many who vote for the more populist candidates (Inglehart & 
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Norris, 2016), it is useful to consider why visuals resonate particularly 
among those voters who are argued to be political cognitive misers.

Visuals and The CogniTiVe miser

Affect resonance can occur almost instantaneously and cause an individual 
to engage emotionally with a piece of communication independent of 
their prior interest in the topic. While paying what Ellen (2010) calls con-
tinuous but partial attention to television news or scrolling through a feed 
on social media, an image can ‘leap out’, have an immediate emotional 
impact and lead to hot cognition, the ‘wow that is important’ moment. In 
an era of information overload, where the spaces humans most likely 
inhabit are filled with myriad images telling us something, it is likely much 
is ignored and little is given significant attention. But some images will 
stand out, be awarded complete attention and then will be stored in mem-
ory to be retrieved subsequently when they are relevant. Communication 
that causes an immediate and strong emotional response, in particular elic-
iting desire or disgust, is most likely to capture attention.

Where there is an overabundance of information, perhaps coupled with 
low interest in the nature of the task (scrolling through a social media 
feed) rather than the end goal (keeping entertained on a commute), errors 
of judgment can occur due to certain pieces of information standing out 
while others fade to the background. The errors in assuming an argument 
is true humans can make is the subject of the next section; the point to 
make here is that when facing a range of information, it is likely that con-
tent that is political will be processed summarily rather than being given 
extensive attention. The reason for this is that for the majority of citizens 
across the democratic world, politics is a low involvement subject (Almond 
& Verba, 2015); they lack interest in the minutiae of policy, the motiva-
tion to consider whether a promise is deliverable or an action will have the 
desired outcome. Popkin (1994) applied the concept of the cognitive 
miser to navigate the highly contested environments of US presidential 
campaigns. Popkin theorized that humans, in order to protect their men-
tal processing resources, develop automatic processes and strategies to 
reduce cognitive effort as they navigate the social world. In the context of 
a US campaign, the average voter simply wants to know the core premise 
each candidate offers and what is unique about their character and ability 
to be the best president (see also Kernell, 2006). Thus, these citizens seek 
out the simplest way to find these data and develop a consistent  perspective 
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of what each candidate offers: they seek a coherent schema for each candi-
date to ensure they have minimal doubts when they cast their ballot. 
Hence, there is a greater likelihood that politics will be understood more 
as a series of headlines, which form a temporal narrative than being com-
posed of detailed analysis. Hence, research finds that citizens have low and 
often skewed knowledge and base electoral decisions on partial informa-
tion (Norris, 2011); the most accessible communication will likely have 
the greatest resonance and so impact on decision making.

Popkin’s theory, and subsequent research on voter knowledge and atti-
tudes, suggests that the average citizen can be easily manipulated. Rather 
than an in-depth analysis of the promises made by each candidate, weigh-
ing evidence about their character or record, the more performative and 
visual aspects of campaign communication might be deemed easier vehi-
cles from which to garner the required data. Juxtapositions of the youthful 
Barack Obama versus the frail-looking John McCain may have been one 
such image that had affect resonance in 2008, Obama eliciting positive 
emotions through his charismatic performance and an image that symbol-
ized change. Perhaps similar notions of the ideal president were invoked 
by the image of Donald Trump towering over Hillary Clinton during the 
debates in the 2016 election contest. Such imagery, disseminated widely 
in media and online, become iconic images within an election contest, 
symbolizing the differences between candidates. These images flow 
through the media environment alongside candidate advertisements, news 
clips, unofficial campaign communication and user-generated memes, 
each image adding information to the schema of the cognitive misers who 
pay continuous partial attention to election news. The correlation between 
attitudes, drawn from schema entries, and images circulated is proven, at 
least under experimental conditions. Research by Joo et al. (2014) dem-
onstrated a link between interpretations of images of Barack Obama dur-
ing the 2012 presidential election contest and fluctuations in his approval 
ratings. The researchers recruited a panel to assess what characteristics 
Obama was demonstrating in a series of widely circulated images during 
the 2012 contest. The characteristics he was inferred to be communicat-
ing in the images were classified as being favorable or unfavorable. When 
the images circulated were interpreted as Obama looking angry or fearful, 
unfavorable characteristics, these predicted a dip in his ratings over the 
week following dissemination. In contrast, when pictures that were widely 
disseminated were interpreted as showing Obama as competent, trustwor-
thy or compassionate, a subsequent higher rating was evident in opinion 
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polls (Joo et  al., 2014). While the study infers that those polled were 
exposed to these images, which could be an erroneous assertion, if their 
hypothesis is correct, the research suggests that such a simple difference 
between performative appearances can be used as an indicator of character 
and so lead to changes in approval ratings. Hence performance may well 
have a significant impact on election outcomes; the next section delves 
deeper into communication psychology to explore why this is the case.

Thinking fasT and looking for Cues

It would be wrong to assert that the miserly processing of political com-
munication is a factor of the revolution in digital communication. 
However, the trend in miserly cognition must be exacerbated within the 
fragmented, hypermedia environment in which the modern citizen lives in 
order that they protect themselves against information processing over-
load. Within this environment, it is even more likely that the cognitive 
miser will seek out heuristics when navigating contested information envi-
ronments, which constitute almost every political event, as well as relying 
on biases drawn from beliefs and simple value judgments: each of which 
suggests greater potential power and influence of the image.

The heuristics and bias approach to cognitive psychology suggests that 
simplistic visuals and text are routinely used by humans to form impres-
sions, impressions that can be at best incomplete and at worst false. These 
impressions can act as the foundation for schema and inform attitudinal 
development that can limit the analysis or interrogation of information. 
Research in this field suggests that the formation of impressions results 
from behaviors associated with the cognitive miser: solving problems while 
using minimal cognitive effort. Daniel Kahneman (2011), a pioneer of 
experiments in the field of automacy and decision making, proposed two 
cognitive processes: system one and system two thinking. System two 
involves serious consideration and reflection, the type of thinking that 
many assume to underpin political decision making but that is often found 
more in the context of high-value purchases (Frederick, 2005). System 
one involves making snap decisions without serious reflection and likely 
allowing emotions to restrict analysis. This argument does not suggest 
emotions play no role in any form of decision making, particularly given 
the proven link between emotions and ethical choice making (Gaudine & 
Thorne, 2001), rather that system one decision making can result purely 
from emotional, affect resonance to a message which might be so strong 
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that they prohibit the opportunity for reflection. Cognitive psychologists 
have suggested that some people are inherently more likely to rely on sys-
tem one thinking, hence the development of the cognitive reflection test 
(Toplak, West, & Stanovich, 2014). The test, developed from the work of 
Kahneman and his collaborator Amos Tversky, is intended to test an indi-
vidual’s proclivity to devote serious cognitive effort to logic questions. 
However, arguably any individual can find themselves in a state where they 
are unprepared, unable or unwilling to devote effortful thinking to any 
form of problem in which they invest lower importance or about which 
they have minimal knowledge (Tversky & Kahneman, 1973). Under these 
conditions, the researchers argue, what matters is the availability or acces-
sibility of data that offer a solution to the problem. Their argument high-
lights the importance of the schema; if one candidate stands out as having 
the most consistently positive associations in a schema, they will be in 
front of mind at the point of placing a ballot. Under these conditions, 
Obama’s youthful swagger, or Trump’s powerful on-stage presence, could 
have been important cues that they had the better credentials to be the US 
president.

Kahneman’s dual system model of cognition neatly maps to the dual- 
process elaboration likelihood model. System one thinking privileges a 
reliance on peripheral cues, the simple heuristics that imply an answer to 
the question posed. In developing the model, Petty and Cacioppo 
(1986) argue that people with low interest in a topic and/or low ability 
to comprehend any given piece of information will absorb basic impres-
sions, which will be stored in the memory and over time can combine 
with other impressions to form beliefs and attitudes. The peripheral pro-
cessing dimension of the model informs us how visuals can lead to 
impressions being formed that, in turn, inform attitudes and behaviors. 
The collection of peripheral cues, headlines, news clips or memes, with 
visuals being particularly memorable and affective, if consistently giving 
a favorable or unfavorable impression, lead to the formation of a positive 
or negative attitude. The complexities around the claims regarding 
Hillary Clinton’s honesty were difficult for many to untangle, including 
political analysts. The association with the words criminal and liar, rein-
forced by numerous amusing memes circulated on social media, may 
have made the claim more concrete and formed a negative attitude 
toward the Clinton candidacy (Dewberry, 2017). Once an attitude is 
formed, there is a tendency to discount contrasting arguments as this 
leads to cognitive dissonance, the discomfort of having two contrasting 
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sets of information and so an inconsistent schema. Hence, once an atti-
tude is formed, voters will seek affirmation rather than information. The 
selective processing of information is referred to as confirmation bias, a 
theory which explains that once an attitude is formed, people seek con-
sistency and reinforcement (Oswald & Grosjean, 2004). Simple images, 
whether positive or negative, if viewed frequently and the message is 
consistent, can be the building blocks of attitudes that will be protected 
and defended.

PoliTiCal PerformanCe as a Visual Cue

What Petty and Cacioppo (1986) refer to as peripheral cues, and Kahneman 
(2011) as heuristics, are information shortcuts; summaries of the individ-
ual, their character and potential. They can be highly misleading, but they 
are not intrinsically inaccurate; the problem is that they open a route for 
manipulation to occur: if Clinton is believed to have lied once, it is possi-
ble that everything she subsequently said was a lie. Humans use heuristics 
on a daily basis; they are important aids for navigating the world, support-
ing the identification of threats and shortcuts to gain satisfaction and 
safety. The learning of heuristics, such as the meaning of facial expressions, 
support many behavioral choices and, arguably, support the maintenance 
of the social norms on which trust and mutual understanding in any soci-
ety rest. Learning that when a person smiles it signifies a welcome and is 
an indication of approachability is learned though safe interactions between 
a child and their parents, family, caregivers, teachers and peers; there is no 
risk to a young child for smiling inappropriately, but they soon learn when 
it is appropriate and when it is not. They can also elicit meaning from 
another individual smiling, such as a candidate when delivering an argu-
ment. Through socialization processes, we learn about more complex 
packages of meanings and learn to infer emotions from gestures, expres-
sions, the tone of voice and word usage. Most of these types of inferences 
are automatic. Inferences are used to develop a perception of the charac-
teristics of another human, such as a candidate for president, again auto-
matically and quickly. The problem is that forming such impressions, in a 
short time, through mediated information, does not allow a similar level 
of trial and error as a child has when learning when to smile. Hence the 
simplification of choices into reliance on simple heuristics that takes place 
during an election campaign has the risk of resulting in uninformed or 
misinformed decisions.
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In defense of heuristics, one might argue that those who watched the 
debate between presidential candidates John F.  Kennedy and Richard 
Nixon formed a more accurate impression of Nixon than radio listeners. 
On radio, Nixon proved to be a persuasive orator; the audience formed a 
mental picture of him as strong and presidential. However, his visual 
appearance mediated his oratory among television viewers. Mainly due to 
a combination of illness and jetlag, Nixon appeared pale and sweaty and so 
was inferred to be less trustworthy than the tanned and composed Kennedy 
(Druckman, 2003). The Watergate scandal that would much later force 
Nixon from office perhaps indicated the heuristics drawn from his perfor-
mance gave a reasonable impression of the man behind the rhetorical per-
formance. The research has been subsequently discredited; however 
television, and the perceived importance of the performative aspects of the 
campaign, led to a much more personalized style of campaigning in the 
United States (Kernell, 2006) and one where the visual performance is 
said to matter.

The above discussion sketches out the cognitive processes that make 
visual imagery powerful and how, in the context of political communica-
tion, visuals can be used to arrive at mental shortcuts to aid decision mak-
ing. However, it is important to note that certain images have greater 
affect resonance than others. Goossens (1994) developed the Mental 
Imagery Processing model to explain the processual relationship between 
information processing, the contiguous emotional experience and subse-
quent cognitive appraisal. Drawing on enactive theories of perception, he 
hypothesized that greater affect resonance occurred under the conditions 
of ‘seeing as doing’. Images that speak of action, where the audience can 
feel what it would be like to be part of the action being visualized, Goossens 
argued, would have the greatest affect resonance. The reason for the 
heightened emotional affect is the stimulation of a range of emotions 
simultaneously as well as a physical reaction: goosebumps, spine chilling, 
sweaty palms, increased heart rate and so on. Goossens thus proves the 
link between the intensity of the communication, the consequent intensity 
of consumers’ feelings and the impact of the communication (Goossens, 
2003). Images of a candidate with supporters at a rally might stimulate 
such emotions, and similarly expressions of power may instill confidence in 
a potential leader; emotional displays can be read as signs of empathy or 
weakness depending on the context; all are inferences based more on the 
performance than the substance. Hence the visual matters, and in an age 
where visuals can be constructed, manipulated and widely circulated, and 
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where the strength of the emotional response precludes critical judgment, 
it could be that the most intense image will have the attitude changing 
resonance, not the one that accurately portrays reality.

a CogniTiVe framework for undersTanding 
The Power of The Visual in a PosT-TruTh era

Images can elicit a strong emotional and physical reaction. Images that 
create a buzz, are widely disseminated and viewed, can lead to a strong 
emotional reaction due to the affect resonance of the images among mem-
bers of their audience and perception is formed based on normative judg-
ments. Many pieces of political communication attempt to gain virality 
through the intensity of the content; the intensity of the response relies 
solely on the interaction between the image and the nature and values of 
the person viewing that image. The veracity of the claim made, the mean-
ing of the image, is less likely to be assessed rationally by the average cog-
nitive miser who is exposed to the visual during their usual process of 
giving continuous partial attention to the communication environment 
and who is momentarily shocked into experiencing a strong emotional 
reaction. Many extremist groups, be they religious fundamentalists, neo- 
Nazis or populists, appropriate imagery to engender strong emotional 
reactions and so further their cause. It may not be clear who created the 
image, or for what purpose, yet the image will be stored in a schema and 
may lead to the shaping of attitudes and behaviors. Large groups of dark- 
skinned adult male refugees are used to elicit fear of the unknown; indi-
vidual children escaping war-torn countries are used to elicit empathy. 
Which image a person is exposed to the most, and how they read each 
image in relation to their personal values and immediate concerns, can 
determine how they immediately respond cognitively and subsequently at 
the ballot box.

With the diminishing numbers sitting down to watch mainstream news 
bulletins and as more people are receiving news across multiple platforms 
(Newman, 2011), there is a blurring of what is official and unofficial, cred-
ible and warranting skepticism. Related to that phenomenon are shifts in 
motivations for going to certain news sources and consumer trust in news 
outlets (Lee, 2013). If one does not pay attention to the source, particu-
larly when scrolling through material shared peer to peer on social media 
platforms, they can become exposed accidentally to all sorts of persuasive 
communication, some of which comes under the classification of fake 
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news (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017). It is thus a serious concern that much 
news shared on social media is what Chadwick and colleagues (2018) 
describe as democratically dysfunctional: news that is misinformation or 
disinformation. Much of this news will have minimal words and attractive 
images and be designed to draw in audiences. The tabloids Chadwick 
et al. accuse of poisoning the information well of social media operate on 
a clickbait model, producing words and images that are shareable, and 
attract clicks which in turn earn them advertising revenue. Other clickbait 
sites operate, again using dramatic words and visuals to attract an audience 
(Lazauskas, Jacka, & Kažemėkaitė-Vitkauskienė, 2018). Alongside those 
who produce items that appear like news to attract clicks are political cam-
paigners. Every campaign relies on visuals to convey their argument 
through the affordances of affect resonance through image construction. 
What we see, what resonates with us and what we believe is a matter for 
the individual within this environment. Images are proven to be memo-
rable and emotionally resonant; hence, they are likely to impact attitudes 
and behaviors. This chapter sketches the main reasons why images might 
have a potent affect in politics to aid understanding of how those with 
lower interest may seek an easy answer to complex and contested political 
questions. It places the visual as one important component of the process 
of finding cognitive shortcuts, and while words, slogans and headlines 
equally provide shortcuts, the visual may be the most memorable and res-
onant form of shortcut and it is certainly one that is used frequently within 
political communication.

ConClusion

Visual communication is a crucial part of human society. Humans navigate 
their way through the world using a forest of signs, seeking cues to aid an 
understanding of the environment. Most signs are processed automati-
cally; occasionally due to surprise or shock humans pause to make mean-
ing, but do we really understand the true meaning or the strategy behind 
the production of the message? This chapter has provided a guide to the 
basics of human cognition and why visuals, in a political context, aid the 
average citizens to locate the heuristics they seek, and form biases, in order 
to develop the political attitudes that inform behavior. In doing so, the 
chapter sets the scene for subsequent empirical chapters that focus on spe-
cific case studies of how visuals can be powerful pieces of visual political 
rhetoric. In reading those chapters, consider the cognitive processes that 
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might make each form of visual political rhetoric so powerful. The conten-
tion here is that the majority of attitudes are likely to be formed through 
sporadic and partial interactions with the political information environ-
ment. Political schema is formed from exposure to simple pieces of politi-
cal communication which collectively form an impression. Dramatic visual 
political rhetoric can elicit intense emotional responses, thus leaving an 
impression that is accessible and powerful. But visual communication can 
only be mere snapshots of information, they cannot tell the whole story, 
but they can capture attention and elicit affect resonance. As with any 
picture, the most resonant may be able to tell 1000 words but 1000 words 
are not always sufficient to develop a coherent argument. Yet visual, partial 
and often strategically designed snapshots of the world, constructed and 
disseminated in order to exact political influence, can have significant 
power over decision making. The problem thus is that if the majority rely 
on heuristics, including visuals, in order to arrive at decisions, those deci-
sions are likely to be insufficiently informed about the subsequent ramifi-
cations. When there is a reliance on visual heuristics, the average citizen, a 
cognitive miser, can be manipulated into making political choices against 
their own interests.

referenCes

Allcott, H., & Gentzkow, M. (2017). Social media and fake news in the 2016 elec-
tion. Journal of Economic Perspectives, 31(2), 211–236.

Almond, G.  A., & Verba, S. (2015). The civic culture: Political attitudes and 
democracy in five nations. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Burkeman, O. (2008). Americans: The choice is yours. The Guardian. Retrieved 
from https://www.theguardian.com/world/oliverburkemanblog/2008/
oct/16/uselections2008-johnmccain1

Chadwick, A., Vaccari, C., & O’Loughlin, B. (2018). Do tabloids poison the well 
of social media? Explaining democratically dysfunctional news sharing. New 
Media & Society, p. 1461444818769689.

Dewberry, D. R. (2017). From Benghazi to Emails: Two sides of the same scan-
dal. In R.  E. Denton (Ed.), The 2016 US Presidential Campaign: Political 
Communication and Practice (pp. 231–256). New York: Palgrave.

Druckman, J.  N. (2003). The power of television images: The first Kennedy- 
Nixon debate revisited. The Journal of Politics, 65(2), 559–571.

Ellen, R. (2010). Continuous partial attention: Reconsidering the role of online 
learning in the age of interruption. Educational Technology, 50(4), 41–46.

Frederick, S. (2005). Cognitive reflection and decision making. Journal of 
Economic Perspectives, 19(4), 25–42.

3 THE POWER OF VISUAL POLITICAL COMMUNICATION: PICTORIAL… 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/oliverburkemanblog/2008/oct/16/uselections2008-johnmccain1
https://www.theguardian.com/world/oliverburkemanblog/2008/oct/16/uselections2008-johnmccain1


50

Gaudine, A., & Thorne, L. (2001). Emotion and ethical decision-making in orga-
nizations. Journal of Business Ethics, 31(2), 175–187.

Goossens, C. (1994). Enactive imagery: Information processing, emotional 
responses, and behavioral intentions. Journal of Mental Imagery, 
18(3–4), 119–149.

Goossens, C. F. (2003). Visual persuasion: Mental imagery processing and emo-
tional experiences. In L. M. Scott & R. Batra (Eds.), Persuasive imagery: A 
consumer response perspective (pp. 129–139). London: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Inglehart, R., & Norris, P. (2016). Trump, Brexit, and the rise of populism: 
Economic have-nots and cultural Backlash. HKS Faculty Research Working 
Paper Series RWP16–026.

Joo, J., Li, W., Steen, F. F., & Zhu, S. C. (2014). Visual persuasion: Inferring 
communicative intents of images. In  Proceedings of the IEEE conference on com-
puter vision and pattern recognition (pp. 216–223). Columbus, OH: IEEE.

Kahneman, D. (2011). Thinking, fast and slow. London: Macmillan.
Kernell, S. (2006). Going public: New strategies of presidential leadership. 

New York: CQ Press.
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CHAPTER 4

The Interdisciplinary Roots and Digital 
Branches of Visual Political Communication 

Research

Roman Gerodimos

IntroductIon

What we would today define as visual political communication research 
(VPCR) has its roots in a broad range of humanities and social science 
disciplines: history, sociology, anthropology, urban studies, political sci-
ence, urban studies, cultural studies and semiotics, media and communica-
tion studies. In the same way that political communication now rightly 
encompasses all aspects of politically or civically charged human activity 
and interaction—from top-down broadcasts and speeches to protests to 
patterns of socialization, engagement and politicization of everyday life—
so does visual political communication research. “Visual ‘material culture’ 
includes artefacts and objects (boardrooms, home settings, art objects) 
and larger visible structures (for example, urban areas, cemeteries) that 
may provide useful information about both the material and the immate-
rial traits in as much as they embody values and norms of a given society” 
(Pauwels, 2011).
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While there are notable early examples of the use of visual data in socio-
logical research (such as images of factories and urban tenements), this has 
long been overshadowed by numerical and textual methods such as sur-
veys, linguistics and textual content analysis (for a historical overview of 
visual sociology and visual ethnography, see Henny, 2012). There is a 
rapidly increasing mismatch between the ‘live’ body of political artifacts 
being produced on a daily basis and the techniques available at the disposal 
of social scientists. We need to develop tools to be able to capture, code, 
analyze and interpret this vast amount of politically relevant social interac-
tion. As Pauwels (2011) notes, “[v]isual sociology and visual anthropol-
ogy are grounded in the idea that valid scientific insight in society can be 
acquired by observing, analyzing, and theorizing its visual manifestations: 
behavior of people and material products of culture”.

Recent handbooks on visual methods (e.g. Gubrium & Harper, 2013; 
Hughes, 2012; Margolis & Pauwels, 2011; Stanczak, 2007) have started 
to create a body of scholarship on the methodological, epistemological, 
ontological and ethical implications of visual research. Several contribu-
tions have proposed theoretical lenses and critiques of visual methods (e.g. 
Buckingham, 2012; Chalfen, 2011a, 2011b; Lapenta, 2011; Pauwels, 
2011; Wagner, 2011). However, these contributions are almost exclu-
sively conceptual or ad hoc in their analysis of visual data. They do not put 
forward a practical or portable model for the coding and analysis of visual 
data, especially in a civic or political context. While words and numbers are 
considered legitimate objects of rigorous analysis, images and visuals are 
often treated as being inherently impossible to analyze in a system-
atic manner.

The chapter starts by outlining the main approaches to visual research 
in the humanities and social sciences, focusing on the different types and 
uses of visual data. Each approach to visual research has different origins 
and methodological implications, and given political communication’s 
interdisciplinary nature, mapping the field can be a useful exercise. Visual 
artifacts, tools and techniques are increasingly utilized across all stages of 
research: from using whiteboards and software packages to mapping out 
concepts and methods; to employing data visualization techniques to ana-
lyze the material; to producing visual artifacts (such as films, videos and 
slideshows) to communicate the findings. However, for the purposes of 
this chapter, I only discuss the analysis of visual data.

Having set out this broad canvas, I then examine the digital evolution 
of visual political communication research, focusing specifically on the 
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subset of empirical studies employing social media images as data. The 
diffusion of mobile digital technologies, such as smartphones, and the 
ubiquity of social media have radically augmented the role of visuals in all 
aspects of our daily life, including civic engagement and political commu-
nication. The chapter concludes by putting forward a set of recommenda-
tions and possible future directions, which would address some of the 
observed gaps in the ways we have utilized visual data and that would 
enable us to realize the opportunities created for VPCR by the onset of a 
digital visual culture.

InterdIscIplInary roots: types of VIsual polItIcal 
communIcatIon research

Early examples of visual sociology give us a glimpse into the truly interdis-
ciplinary roots of VPCR.  Hine—a pioneer of visual social science—
“focused his developing sociological lens on the social and economic 
disparities of the industrial city (as well as multiple other projects, such as 
child labor and immigration), using Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, as one par-
ticular case study. Sociologically informed, Hine’s aim was to promote a 
rational, public dialogue about these inequities that would encourage 
social change” (Stanczak, 2007). John Berger’s 1972 TV series Ways of 
Seeing was hugely influential in establishing a paradigm of critical visual 
analysis. Collier and Collier (1986) and Suchar (1988) are two of the most 
commonly cited early accounts of visual anthropology. Their work pro-
vided a model for recording the urban landscape and creating a cultural 
inventory of private spaces.

Despite the existence of early seminal studies employing visual research, 
the widespread use of visual data in social research is a very recent phe-
nomenon. Moreover, research practice in this field has lacked a systematic 
way of approaching and organizing visual data. One useful way to map the 
field of visual social research is to look at the different ways in which visual 
data have been generated and used. This can also be a valuable guide for 
political communication researchers having to decide whether and how 
they will employ such data. Hence, a research methodology could include 
one (or more) of the following techniques and types of visual data:

 (a) Archival material (e.g. maps, plans and diagrams, old photographs, 
film footage, photos of cultural artifacts and museum exhibits). 
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This type of material is commonly used in history, sociology and 
urban studies (e.g. Aelbrecht’s 2015 study on Detroit’s cycles of 
decline and renaissance). In the context of political communica-
tion, this could include secondary materials (posters, flyers, video 
and photographic footage, newsreels) such as from campaigns, 
elections, protests and other civic activities.

 (b) Visual material taken by a third party (i.e. neither the researcher 
nor the participants) and broadcast through contemporary mass 
media. Although political communication research traditionally 
favored the analysis of text, the analysis of photojournalism, media 
representations and campaign materials have been the most com-
mon types of visual research in the field. This includes the full range 
of political communication visuals such as TV footage, newspaper 
and magazine images, advertising and poster campaigns. A number 
of methodological approaches have been employed, including a 
semiotic analysis of photojournalism (Caple, 2013) and of Al-Sisi’s 
2014 Egyptian presidential campaign (El-Nawawy & Elmasry, 
2016); the application of media framing theory to images, as in 
Parry’s analyses of the photographic representation of the 2006 
Israel-Lebanon conflict (2010), and British press photography dur-
ing the 2003 Iraq invasion (2011); and the use of linguistic, critical 
discourse and content analyses on visual content (e.g. Bock, 
Isermann & Knieper’s 2011 analysis of the G8 summit in newspa-
per pictures, O’Neill’s 2013 content analysis of climate change 
imagery in newspapers and Bell’s 2012 study of gender in 
magazines).

 (c) Visual material taken by a third party and published online. This 
could include anything from photographs or videos on campaign 
websites and social media to entire websites as visual artifacts per se 
(i.e. including the graphic design and information architecture of 
the entire web page), such as Baldwin-Philippi’s 2018 analysis of 
campaign apps by Clinton, Trump and Cruz during the 2016 US 
presidential election and Gerodimos and Justinussen’s (2015) anal-
ysis of Facebook posts by the 2012 Obama campaign.

 (d) Visual material taken by social media users themselves and collected 
unobtrusively by the researcher—such as in the case of Instagram 
posts during the 2014 Romanian presidential election (Adi, 
Gerodimos, & Lilleker, 2018) and Twitter posts during the 2011 
revolution in Egypt (Kharroub & Bas, 2015). The last two catego-
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ries are considered in more detail in section “Digital Branches: 
Visual Political Communication Research in the Social Media Era”.

 (e) Visual material collected by the researcher as primary data (e.g. eth-
nography, visual sociology, photo-essays). Suchar’s studies of gen-
trification (1988, 1992) “use photographs to show how urban 
residents transform urban neighbourhoods based on strategies 
which derive from their own social locations and identities. Suchar’s 
photographs record refurbishing, redecorating, and ways of occu-
pying space” (Harper, 2002, p. 16). Other examples include David 
2007 (graffiti and struggles over public space); Gerodimos 2015 
(engagement with, and coexistence in, urban public space); Grigor 
and Katchi.db 2015 (deindustrialization in hyper-capitalist and 
post-socialist cities); Harper 2012 (industrializing agriculture in 
twentieth-century America) and Rabikowska 2010 (autoethnogra-
phy and self-reflexive creative writing).

 (f) Visual material taken by the researcher or third party to elicit 
responses. The Rorschach test and the Horn-Hellersberg test are 
early versions of this technique, as they involved providing partici-
pants with visual stimuli (in the latter case asking them to complete 
the drawing of a rough sketch) so as to infer conclusions about 
their mental state (Frank, Harrison, Hellersberg, MacHover, & 
Steiner, 1951). Contemporary versions include the photo- 
elicitation technique (see Lapenta, 2011), in which visual material 
is used either as an ice-breaker at the start of interviews and focus 
groups or in a more targeted way to evoke “information, feelings, 
and memories that are due to the photograph’s particular form of 
representation […] Elicitation interviews connect ‘core definitions 
of the self ’ to society, culture and history”. The modernist concep-
tualization of the researcher as the authority and the participant as 
the subject (which was notably the case with the Rorschach test) 
has given its place to “a postmodern dialogue based on the author-
ity of the subject rather than the researcher” (Harper, 2002, p. 15). 
A recent example of this method is the work of Hinthorne 2012, 
who used the visual interpretation narrative exercise with political 
cartoons so as to elicit non-elite perceptions of democracy in 
Madagascar.

 (g) Visual material collected by a study’s participants, subsequently 
analyzed either by the researcher alone or in collaboration with par-
ticipants, either through a written reflection or through recorded  
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discussion. A number of terms have been used to describe this set of 
techniques: participatory photography, reflexive photography, auto-
driven photo elicitation, photovoice. Wang, Morrel-Samuels, 
Hutchison, Bell, and Pestronk (2004, p. 911) define photovoice as 
“a participatory-action research approach to photographically docu-
ment community assets and concerns, critically discuss the resulting 
images, and communicate with policymakers”. Gotschi, Delve and 
Freyer (2009, p. 293) note that participatory photography “empha-
sizes the active role of participants in the generation and interpreta-
tion of photos. It has been argued that photos taken by participants 
themselves are likely to “reflect more accurately their world, and 
thus, using them is better suited to bridging the culturally distinct 
worlds of the researcher and the researched […Using them] pro-
vides a greater opportunity for research subjects to create their own 
sense of meaning and disclose it to the researcher” (Samuels, 2007).

There is a particularly rich tradition of employing participatory photog-
raphy as a tool of exploring the perspectives of children on urban land-
scapes (Orellana, 1999), rivers and rural landscapes (Tunstall, Tapsell, & 
House, 2004) and their lived experiences (Clark-Ibáñez, 2007). The 
related field of participatory learning aims to use media so as to enhance 
participants’ visual literacy skills, that is, their ability to “interpret, use, 
appreciate and create images and video using both conventional and 
twenty-first century media in ways that advance thinking, decision mak-
ing, communication, and learning” (Burkhardt et  al., 2003, p.  24  in 
Friedman, 2016; see also Schiller & Tillett, 2004).

Photovoice has been used across many disciplines and areas of public 
policy, including public health (Wang & Burris, 1997); the challenges fac-
ing farmer groups (Gotschi et al. 2009); health disparities and disengage-
ment among a low-income African-American community (Carlson, 
Engebretson, & Chamberlain, 2012); Salvadoran adult literacy (Prins, 
2012); the role of youth and community leaders in crime reduction (Wang 
et  al., 2004); Ethiopian youth perceptions of safety (Malherbe, Suffla, 
Seedat, & Bawa, 2016) and youth engagement with urban challenges 
(Gerodimos, 2018).

Despite the wide range of disciplines, all of these topics are fundamen-
tally political. While campaigning and political marketing are important 
aspects of political communication, a broader conceptualization of the 
field would encompass all practices associated with political socialization, 
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engagement and interaction—that is, the development and expression of 
civic voice—not just through formal political channels but also in daily life, 
including social media. Participatory methods—such as photovoice—
afford participants and communities “greater narrative latitude when it 
comes to ethnographic knowledge production and a larger role in deter-
mining why and how research outcomes are produced and received by lay 
and academic audiences alike” (Gubrium & Harper, 2013, p. 16).

Thus, visual political communication research could encompass 
community- based participatory research and engagement with local, 
national and global issues as legitimate and fruitful avenues of research. 
After all, “people are experts on their own lives” and, quite often, inform-
ing or changing policy is central to the photovoice methodology (Wang 
et al., 2004, pp. 911–912). Based on this outline of approaches to visual 
data, the next section focuses specifically on social media visuals as these 
have quickly emerged as a ubiquitous and politically potent means of 
political communication.

dIgItal Branches: VIsual polItIcal communIcatIon 
research In the socIal medIa era

The evolution of digital political campaigning—notably through the 
Obama campaign’s use of Facebook and Trump’s use of Twitter—has put 
social media at the forefront of political communication research. The 
proliferation of selfies, memes and use of the photo-sharing social plat-
form Instagram are three important examples of identity- and voice- 
expression online, which indicate the emergence of a heavily visual civic 
culture. This mirrors, and is unfolding in parallel with, a reappraisal of the 
role of emotions, symbols and aesthetics in society and politics in general. 
As grand narratives and political and intellectual authorities are challenged 
in postmodern digital culture, the focus of political communication seems 
to be shifting to personalized, micro-targeted and user-generated con-
tent—including, and sometimes predominantly, photos and video. Even 
so, the bulk of digital political communication research depends on tech-
niques such as large-scale social network analyses and quantitative or dis-
course analyses of text, hashtags and reactions. Recent reviews of digital 
political communication research methods (e.g. Driscoll & Thorson, 
2015) do not even touch upon the analysis of visual content. As Pearce 
et al. (2018, p. 4) note, “social media research tools are more amenable to 
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textual queries than visual queries, resulting in a bias towards textual anal-
ysis that provides only partial analysis of platform content”.

In order to construct a more robust framework for the analysis of visual 
political communication data, it is useful to review a subset of recent stud-
ies that either focus exclusively or include as part of their research design 
the analysis of visual social media data. This allows us to identify approaches 
and techniques that are perhaps preferred or overlooked, as well as to col-
late codes and categories of analysis that can be used by other researchers.

A close review of ten such recent studies (Table  4.1) reveals several 
interesting patterns, similarities and differences in terms of type of political 
communication activity that they focus on; social media platform that the 
data is sampled from; the stage of communication examined in the study; 
and the ways in which visual data is coded and analyzed. These are now 
examined in turn.

Type of Political Communication Activity

With the exception of Pearce et  al.’s (2018) study of climate change 
debates, all other studies reviewed focus either on elections and campaign-
ing by politicians (Gerodimos and Justinussen, 2015, on the 2012 and 
Baldwin-Philippi, 2018, and Bossetta, 2018, on the 2016 US presidential 
elections; Larsson, 2017, on Norwegian politicians and political parties) 
and/or on protests (Casas and Williams 2018, on the 2015 Black Lives 
Matter protests; Smit, Heinrich and Broersma 2018, on the 2014 Ferguson 
protests; Neumayer and Rossi 2018, on the Blockupy protests, and 
Kharroub and Bas 2015, on the 2011 protests in Egypt; Adi et al.’s 2018 
study of mobilization during the 2014 Romanian presidential election 
included both). This pattern mirrors a broader emphasis of political com-
munication research on campaigning and public demonstrations. This 
could be due to a number of reasons. Elections and protests are episodic 
phenomena that enable politicians, the media and citizens to frame and 
comprehend political narratives in clearly distinct, often personalized, 
agendas and contrasting ideological positions. Furthermore, both elec-
tions and protests involve visible manifestations of the collective, of the 
body politic. The lack of research on other, everyday contexts and spaces 
of political practice and communication highlights the challenge of cap-
turing and analyzing civic activity that is non-episodic, that is, that does 
not conform to conventional news values and a news cycle associated with 
‘old’ media such as TV and newspapers.
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Table 4.1 A comparative review of ten visual (social media) political communi-
cation studies

Study Episode Platform & data Focus Visual coding & analysis

Adi et al. 
(2018)

Protest 
and 
election/
campaign

174 Instagram 
posts—based on 
three hashtags

Content Manual content and 
thematic analysis; 104 
categories and codes 
ranging from spaces, 
objects and activities to 
identity and community

Baldwin- 
Philippi 
(2018)

Election/
campaign

A ‘broad landscape’ 
analysis of email, 
Instagram, 
Facebook, Twitter 
and app content 
posted by the 
Trump campaign

Content and 
production/
strategy

Populism: Amateur 
image production; 
user-generated or 
participatory media 
creation; soliciting 
feedback; participation

Bossetta 
(2018)

Election/
campaign

Facebook, Twitter, 
Instagram, 
Snapchat posts 
from five primary 
campaigns over 
three weeks; 
interviews with 
strategists

Production, 
engagement 
and platform

Number of posts and 
user reactions; 
comparison of user 
interface; platform 
architecture

Casas and 
Williams 
(2018)

Protest 9500 images posted 
on Twitter during 
Black Lives Matter

Content and 
engagement

Manual coding/rating 
of photos according to 
four emotions (anger, 
enthusiasm, fear, 
sadness); protest, 
symbols

Gerodimos 
and 
Justinussen 
(2015)

Election/
campaign

Obama campaign 
Facebook posts 
over two months

Content and 
engagement

Manual coding of 
prominent individuals 
and type of post; 
comparison to 
engagement metrics 
(reactions)

(continued)
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Social Media Platform

While seven of the ten studies focused on a single platform, including 
Facebook (Gerodimos & Justinussen, 2015; Smit et  al. 2018), Twitter 
(Casas & Williams, 2018; Kharroub & Bas, 2015; Neumayer & Rossi, 

Table 4.1 (continued)

Study Episode Platform & data Focus Visual coding & analysis

Kharroub 
and Bas 
(2015)

Protest 581 Twitter images 
during the Egypt 
revolution

Content and 
engagement

Manual coding of 
emotionally-arousing 
content (violence, 
presence of police/army, 
weaponry, fighting) and 
efficacy/collective action 
(crowds, symbols, 
protest)

Larsson 
(2017)

Non- 
episodic

Instagram posts by 
political parties and 
party leaders from 
account opening to 
May 2016

Content and 
engagement

Personalization, coded 
in three categories 
(professional, family and 
home, personal 
preferences); 
comparison with 
engagement metrics

Neumayer 
and Rossi 
(2018)

Protest 119 Twitter images Type of 
producer, 
content and 
engagement

Manual coding of 
pictures to identify types 
of users (activists, 
journalists, politicians, 
police, others) and type 
of violence (explicit, 
latent, no violence)

Pearce et al. 
(2018)

Non- 
episodic

471,033 climate 
change-related 
posts on Instagram, 
Tumblr, Twitter, 
Facebook and 
Reddit

Engagement 
and platform

Color and cluster 
analysis through 
ImageSorter; 
comparison of 
engagement metrics and 
tags across platforms

Smit et al. 
(2018)

Protest 180 posts and 5000 
comments, images 
and videos posted 
on the Justice for 
Mike Brown 
Facebook page 
during the 2014 
Ferguson protests

Content Critical Discourse 
Analysis identifying 
themes and patterns of 
memory (narratives of 
identity, systematic 
injustice, protest)
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2018) and Instagram (Adi et al. 2018; Larsson, 2017), three studies per-
formed cross-platform analyses, demonstrating an increasing—and cru-
cial—emphasis on platform ‘vernaculars’ and affordances. The architecture 
of a social media platform—which includes its philosophy and scope, navi-
gation structures, information architecture, graphic design, personaliza-
tion algorithms, interactivity affordances, moderation policies and so 
on—shapes the content and type of political communication interaction 
and content, which in turn creates significantly different political commu-
nication cultures on each platform. Pearce et al. (2018) provide the most 
comprehensive rationale and a framework for the cross-platform analysis 
of political communication in social media to date. Their visual cross- 
platform analysis highlights the challenges and benefits of comparing con-
tent that has been produced for platforms with significantly different 
vernaculars: the role of text, image, video, sound, hashtags, comments and 
reactions (likes, etc.) is different on each platform, which means that con-
tent analysis (especially visual) may not be easily scalable. Bossetta (2018, 
p. 471) found that “a platform’s network structure, functionality, algo-
rithmic filtering, and datafication model affect political campaign strategy 
on social media”. Baldwin-Philippi (2018) shows how populism can be 
performed through specific modes of campaign interactivity, user- 
generated content, data-campaigning and amateur production techniques, 
which vary across platforms.

Focus of Analysis

Before the advent of digital culture, classifying the object and focus of 
analysis in communication research—including journalism and politics—
was a straightforward business. Studies looked at one or more of three 
basic areas: message production, message content, and message reception 
or effects. The aforementioned characteristics of digital communication—
such as platform vernaculars and user-generated content—have compli-
cated this categorization. However, it is clear that the bulk of studies 
reviewed here focused on the effects and audience perceptions of social 
media images (and to a much lesser extent video), as opposed to analyzing 
their production or content. Most studies (Bossetta, 2018; Casas & 
Williams, 2018; Gerodimos & Justinussen, 2015; Larsson, 2017; 
Neumayer & Rossi, 2018; Pearce et  al., 2018) emphasized on engage-
ment metrics (the number of likes, comments, shares, retweets), using 
them to evaluate the popularity or reach of particular types of content. Adi 
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et al. (2018), Baldwin-Philippi (2018) and Smit et al. (2018) focused on 
content, through which they drew inferences regarding broader socio- 
political and cultural phenomena related to identity, populism and mem-
ory. Kharroub and Bas (2015) combined a deeper analysis of content with 
engagement metrics, while Bossetta’s 2018 work was the only study to 
also use interviews with strategists, that is, looking at the production 
aspect in more detail.

Coding Visual Data

One of the most notable gaps in the literature of social research methods 
is the lack of coding frameworks for the content analysis of visual data. 
While many studies in the humanities and social sciences include an analy-
sis of images, very few actually employ a systematic scheme for their analy-
sis and even fewer articulate the criteria, variables or categories used for 
that analysis (for an example of good practice, see Bell, 2012; Tunstall 
et al. 2004). While that does not invalidate the quality and value of those 
analyses, it does mean that it is harder to replicate or utilize the coding 
frameworks across other cases.

Not every one of the ten studies reviewed here engaged in in-depth 
analysis of visual content per se, and of those that did, not all included an 
extensive or clearly laid out set of coding criteria or categories. Even so, 
collating the techniques, working hypotheses and codes employed by 
researchers can create a useful inventory of how political communication 
research can be operationalized. On the more interpretive end of the axis, 
Smit et al. (2018) carried out a critical discourse analysis of 180 posts and 
5000 comments, reply threads and images and videos on the Justice for 
Mike Brown Facebook page during the 2014 Ferguson protests. Their 
analysis of a subsample provides a typology of memory work. Working in 
an inductive way, they inferred various patterns of memory (e.g. system-
atic injustice, protest identity and Mike Brown’s identity as a saint, son, 
martyr, thug, etc.).

Moving toward more specific hypotheses and structured categories, but 
with limited scope, Larsson (2017) coded Instagram posts according to 
three basic types of personalization: ‘professional’ (e.g. turning public 
issues into private); ‘home and family’ (e.g. marital status); and ‘personal 
preferences’ (e.g. culture and lifestyle). Baldwin-Philippi (2018) opera-
tionalized the technological performance of populism during the 2016 
Trump campaign by taking the key elements of populism (anti-elitism, 
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nationalism, authenticity and ‘the people’) and translating them to the 
vernacular of social media platforms: amateur/anti-professional image 
production, user generated or participatory media creation, soliciting 
feedback and public participation. Casas and Williams (2018) carried out 
a manual labeling of 9500 Twitter images posted during the Black Lives 
Matter protests. The coding was limited to rating photos according to 
four broad categories (anger, enthusiasm, fear, sadness) so as to compare 
their mobilization effects, as well as looking for evidence of protest and 
symbols in the photos. Neumayer and Rossi (2018) compared the type of 
user to the type of violence in the image. Finally, Gerodimos and 
Justinussen (2015) examined the presence of particular individuals (such 
as Barack and/or Michelle Obama, the Obamas’ daughters, Vice-President 
Joe Biden, etc.) in the Facebook posts of the Obama campaign, as well as 
the type of post (promotion, policy, quote or prompt to share).

Two of the ten studies provide a more detailed breakdown of coding 
categories. Kharroub and Bas (2015) analyzed 581 Twitter posts so as to 
compare the efficacy of emotionally-arousing photos versus those that 
were more oriented toward efficacy and collective action. The former 
included, in particular, violent and confrontational content: the presence 
of the army or the police, military vehicles and weaponry, confrontation 
between protesters and the police or army and injured persons. The scores 
were added up to create a composite index of violent content. This index 
ranged from 0 (no violent content) to 8 (presence of all eight possible 
occurrences of violence). Of equal interest is the way in which Kharroub 
and Bas operationalized efficacy and collective action: this required a sense 
of belonging or social identity, that is, a sense of community and minimiz-
ing isolation. Three main categories were used: the presence of crowds 
(measured through the number of people featuring in the photo); protest 
activity (people holding signs, raising their fists in protest, marching, pray-
ing or chanting); and symbols of unity (such as religious and national 
symbols, flags, etc.). Scores were added for each category creating a com-
posite indicator of visually communicated efficacy.

Adi et al. (2018) conducted an in-depth analysis of 174 Instagram posts 
(photos and accompanying text) posted during the second round of the 
2014 Romanian presidential election. The analysis combined an extensive 
coding scheme of 104 categories and questions with a grounded theory 
approach so as to understand both the civic motivations of citizens partici-
pating in a hashtag-fueled movement in support of Romanian diaspora 
and the visual ways in which that type of political communication took 
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place. An extensive analysis of features and composition identified ele-
ments such as human presence (from selfies to crowds), types of activities, 
spaces, buildings and objects, presence of civic landmarks, flags and other 
visual symbols related to civic voice and mobilization or the politi-
cal culture.

In conjunction with the accompanying text and hashtags, the images 
were examined so as to establish the primary aim of the post: was it to state 
one’s presence in the moment or to expose something in the spirit of citi-
zen journalism? More interpretive analysis of the images identified the 
presence of emotions (such as pride, joy and anger), statements of values 
and ideologies, the range of political issues and agendas covered by users 
and their attitudes toward personalities and institutions. Posts were also 
examined for any evidence of memory or the past, stereotyping and other-
ing, isolation and coming together. From this broad canvas and the foren-
sic manual analysis of images by several coders, several important patterns 
emerged, regarding self-expression and the aesthetics of mobilization on 
Instagram, as well as an in-depth understanding of that particular move-
ment and moment in Romanian politics.

The approaches outlined above give us a glimpse into the nuanced ways 
in which political communication debates, concepts, questions and issues 
can be operationalized into a research design that embraces and captures 
the shift to the digital visual culture. In the final section, I consider possi-
ble ways in which research could grow so as to address the current gap and 
ensure that it continues to provide us with the tools necessary to better 
understand the practice of visual political communication in the twenty- 
first century.

new dIrectIons In VIsual polItIcal communIcatIon 
research: ten recommendatIons for strengthenIng 

VIsual analysIs

Despite the onset of a heavily visual culture, visual analysis is still at the 
fringes of research practice: “most social scientists are completely unaware 
of [visual methods’] existence or potential” (Pauwels, 2011); “the use of 
visual tools for analyzing and documenting social processes is still in its 
infancy” (Gotschi et al., 2009, p. 290). While the analysis of surveys and 
textual content has had decades of development across humanities and 
social sciences, there is still no commonly accepted typology of visual 
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research methods. This may breed diversity, inclusivity, innovation and 
pluralism, but it can also hamper continuity and depth in the discipline: 
“This diversity may, in fact, be most responsible for an observed lack of 
cross-referencing or continuity across the full range of these projects, 
inhibiting any comprehensive sense of accumulated knowledge and tradi-
tion” (Chalfen, 2011b).

Based on the opportunities, challenges, best practices and patterns 
identified above, I propose the following research agendas with a view to 
strengthening VPCR’s rigor, inclusivity and impact.

 1. Embrace the interdisciplinary nature of VPCR

The way we interpret visual political communication content is informed 
by a wealth of approaches that span fields and disciplines, from cultural to 
urban studies. When we ‘read’ a photo of a female politician, our critical 
mind probably instinctively considers the theory of the ‘male gaze’—
among many other possible tools. Even though it originated in film stud-
ies, Laura Mulvey’s theory is now as relevant to political communication 
as it is to any other discipline, in the same way that the power and beauty 
of lived everyday spaces in urban settings is relevant not just to urban stud-
ies or sociology but to anyone who is trying to understand the communi-
ties of citizens.

 2. Look at visual content in more depth

While engagement metrics—such as user reactions on social media—
constitute a vital source of insights regarding the mobilization and com-
munication effects of various types of content, it is equally important to 
first examine that content in adequate depth. Kautt (2018) notes that, in 
addition to actors, practice and artifacts, it is also vital to incorporate ele-
ments such as materiality/body, space-time constellation, emotionality, 
frames, collective identities and genre into our analysis.

 3. Embrace the physicality of political communication

The abstract nature of political communication concepts and activi-
ties—intangible, communicative, psychological, cognitive, related to 
needs and power—makes it particularly hard to associate it with the physi-
cal world. Yet, every social phenomenon that exists manifests itself in the 
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real world and leaves a trace in time and space such as a place, human 
artifact, activity, lived experience or behavior. Even though we live in the 
digital era, our quality of life is still tied to space and time—it is still 
embodied—and so is political communication. Widening the lens of 
VPCR to capture those landscapes of human activity is crucial.

 4. Problematize the operationalization of the collective

Is our difficulty to imagine and capture political communication activ-
ity beyond episodic instances of election campaigns and protests a meth-
odological limitation? Is it due to a natural human interest in the dramatic? 
Or does it reflect a crisis of the collective in an era of liberal individualism 
and fragmentation? Does a silent crowd of potentially alienated (or merely 
tired and absent-minded) consumers in a shopping mall qualify as a politi-
cal space in which political communication can take place? Are there ways 
of making non-episodic, policy-oriented discussions more engaging to 
audiences?

 5. Embrace participatory methods and visual ethnography

Participatory methods, such as photovoice, can provide uniquely rich 
insights into political communities as they combine visual artifacts with a 
reflective or discursive element. Furthermore, they enable the political 
communication researcher to go beyond elite narratives and episodic 
phenomena.

 6. Provide more clarity regarding the visual analysis

Pauwels (2011) laments the lack of transparency regarding the analyti-
cal frameworks historically used by social researchers: “Even the […] clas-
sics of visual sociology and anthropology paid relatively little attention to 
the development of a more rigorous methodology for the collection, pro-
duction, analysis, and communication of visual aspects and insights or an 
in-depth description of visual media’s expressive capabilities. Often authors 
seem to hop from celebratory accounts of the iconic and indexical powers 
of the visual to the presentation of found or produced visual data, without 
paying much attention to sketching out the tedious path in between”. 
Detailing the framework used for the coding or interpretation of visual 
data is not only an ethically or methodologically sound practice; it is vital 
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in building disciplinary continuity and a body of systematic work, which 
will enable analysis to scale up.

 7. Triangulate with production, strategy and citizen motivations

Complementing the analysis of visual content and associated engage-
ment metrics with an examination of production strategies and the moti-
vations of message producers—whether these are spin doctors or lay 
citizens—provides vital context and a more holistic understanding of 
political communication practice.

 8. Combine big data and small data

Large-scale analyses of social media posts can be combined with in- 
depth forensic analyses of smaller samples of images and video. In-depth 
visual analysis has to be manual as visual recognition software cannot yet 
provide a rich and informed interpretation of image content, connotations 
and political/historical context.

 9. Acknowledge platform vernaculars

Different social media platforms create different communication cul-
tures. “Visual data provide an essential entry point into the phenomenol-
ogy of platform vernaculars that captures their storytelling capacities, 
affective rhythms, and publics, beyond engagement metrics or purely tex-
tual content which are easier to analyse at scale” (Pearce et al., 2018, p. 5). 
Cross-platform comparisons, though methodologically challenging, can 
significantly enrich our understanding of political communication.

 10. Acknowledge that visual content is important content

Clark-Ibáñez (2007, pp. 10–11) wrote that “there is nothing inherently 
interesting about photographs; rather, photographs act as a medium of com-
munication between researcher and subject. The photographs do not neces-
sarily represent empirical truths or reality”. Similarly, for Orellana (1999, 
p. 74), “photographs have no meaning in and of themselves; they take up 
meaning from the contexts in which they are inscribed or which we inscribe 
to them”. Yet, visual artifacts constitute as much a reality and an art, a cause 
and an effect of human communication, as anything else. Some of them will 
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go on to outlast both individuals and entire societies and may form future 
generations’ representations of our time. They deserve to be researched with 
the same care and rigor as any other form of communication.
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CHAPTER 5

Visual Methods for Political Communication 
Research: Modes and Affordances

Luc Pauwels

Visual research methods in the social sciences go back a long way, although 
their growing appreciation—beyond the fairly secluded circles of visual 
social scientists—is a fairly recent phenomenon. Visual methods can be 
applied to virtually any area of research and societal activity, but the field 
of political communication with its significant visual dimension and diverse 
use of both traditional and new media is particularly suited to be disclosed 
by a variety of visual approaches.

To indicate the importance of the visual in politics, authors like Schill 
(2012) contend that images in politics perform a number of important 
functions: “they serve as arguments, have an agenda setting function, dra-
matize policy, aid in emotional appeals, build the candidate’s image, cre-
ate, identification, connect to societal symbols, transport the audience, 
and add ambiguity” (Schill, 2012, p. 122). But unfortunately—as many 
other visual scholars tend to do—Schill (2012, p. 133) reduces the broad 
domain of the visual and visual culture to “images” (which he further in 
his text quite confusingly denotes as “visual symbols”). Campaign materi-
als (posters, flyers), televised debates, cartoons, and candidates’ looks 
indeed have always played a crucial role in how political actors try to 
increase their influence. In recent years, social media and digital networked 
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communication more broadly have radically influenced the way politics 
are enacted and communicated. But politics also takes shape on the streets 
on a daily basis and through a variety of grassroots activities.

This chapter, therefore, takes a broader view on visual dimensions of 
political phenomena whether or not they are pre-mediated into visual arti-
facts, thus paying attention to aspects which are not yet available in a 
mediated form. It will provide a systematic overview of different resources, 
methods, techniques, and technologies to capture, analyze, and commu-
nicate the aspects and insights of visual political communication, thereby 
each time clearly specifying their specific affordances and limitations.

While collecting and analyzing existing visual political communication 
products will be discussed, both in the offline and online world, the main 
focus in this chapter will be on methods and techniques to produce new 
visual data and on ways to communicate findings and insights in the 
domain of visual political communication in a more visual, multimodal, 
and expressive way.

AnAlyzing Pre-existing VisuAlly MediAted PoliticAl 
PhenoMenA

Strengths and Difficulties of Tapping into Existing Visual 
Resources

The first way to study the visual aspects of political communication is by 
collecting and analyzing pre-existing or so-called found images, visual repre-
sentations, and visual artifacts relating to political activities in a broad 
sense. Such materials may include campaign materials (brochures, posters, 
billboards), newsreels, documentaries, fiction films, press photography, 
and archive images, as well as an increasing amount of new media products 
(governmental and party-related websites) and social media usage. 
Studying pre-existing images and visual representations no doubt consti-
tutes the most developed area of visual research in politics and power and 
within communications studies and political science at large. Focusing on 
key issues like agenda setting, framing (Grabe & Bucy, 2009), impression 
management (De Landtsheer, De Vries, & Vertessen, 2008), or the use of 
metaphors (Frosh, 2011), scholars have indeed looked at a variety of visual 
media outputs and practices: political news coverage on television (Banning 
& Coleman, 2009; Hale & Grabe, 2018; Kepplinger, 1982); political 
comics strips (Sosa-Abella & Reyes, 2015); press photography/photo-
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journalism relating to politicians and conflict (Edwards, 2012; Lundell, 
2010; Parry, 2010a, 2010b); newspaper design (Schindler & Müller, 
2018); social media (Dimitrova & Matthes, 2018) like Facebook, Twitter 
(Gunn & Skogerbø, 2013), and Instagram (Muñoz & Towner, 2017; 
Towner & Muñoz, 2017); and the use of political infographics (Amit- 
Danhi & Shifman, 2018).

The potential benefits of using existing images or visualizations are 
manifold. First, the offer of existing visual materials and sources docu-
menting aspects of political phenomena is very broad, diverse, and rich. 
The nature of such data sources varies from systematically to more oppor-
tunistically produced, from functional to artistic products, and may origi-
nate in the private or public spheres. Moreover, these huge repositories are 
becoming better organized as well as more widely accessible in today’s 
networked society. As such, they provide access to a wide variety of public 
and private worlds, potentially traversing different cultures and testifying 
from times long gone to the nearly immediate present. Often this material 
is able to provide a unique “insiders” view (in institutions, parties, etc.).

The practicality of found material as data for political communication 
studies is linked to the intentions with which they were originally pro-
duced, and depends on the precise knowledge of the production circum-
stances as well as the broader sociocultural or political context in which 
they came about. Found images often lack contextual information to some 
degree as researchers typically have no control over, or complete knowl-
edge about, the exact production circumstances (historical, technical, cul-
tural) or the intended goals and uses. Yet, there are ways by which 
researchers may try to improve their knowledge about the causes and 
explanations of particular appearances, for example, through well-placed 
informants and a variety of other sources of cultural, historical, and techni-
cal information, but it is seldom an easy task. Once collected and orga-
nized, the researchers face the difficult task of making sense of the visual 
materials in relation to their specific research interests. The primary pur-
pose of a social scientific visual analysis is to discover significant patterns in 
the depicted (the “what”) and the manner of depiction (the “how”) in 
order to subsequently develop plausible interpretations that link observa-
tions to past or current social processes and normative structures.

Whereas the array of analytical tools and theoretical frameworks (e.g., 
semiotics, discourse analysis, content analysis, framing analysis, iconogra-
phy, and rhetoric) to examine visuals to date seems very broad (Berger, 
1998; Kress, 2010; Margolis & Pauwels, 2011; Rose, 2012; Van Leeuwen 
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& Jewitt, 2001), the majority of such approaches provide only a narrow 
perspective on the matter, and few scholars have pursued the effort to 
integrate the valuable, yet partial, “ways of looking” into a more encom-
passing model for visual analysis. Moreover, many existing approaches lack 
clear methodological directions and often prove ill-equipped to disclose 
the complex layers of meaning of visual artifacts produced by distinct 
visual media. Ideally, a more integrated and explicit methodology focusing 
on both form and content would serve as the basis for different theoretical 
and conceptual frameworks of image analysis, whether focused on quanti-
fiable and manifestly present elements or characterized by more qualita-
tive/interpretative approaches. Although many analytical frameworks seek 
to go further than quantifying a limited set of visual elements, they are and 
will remain cumbersome to apply to large sets of data (a trait or dilemma 
that applies to most qualitative approaches).

Researching Online Political Communications

The Internet is a rich resource for researchers in many respects: as a field 
of study, a research tool, and a means for scholarly communication. The 
political world has embraced the numerous opportunities the digital and 
networked world offers for reaching out to people and for engaging in 
very sophisticated and targeted ways of impression management and 
image building. Political communication now for an important part oper-
ates within this virtual sphere, which nonetheless remains closely intercon-
nected with the offline sphere.

Internet phenomena, websites and Social Networking Sites (SNSs) in 
particular, are indeed unique expressions of the present-day culture, and as 
such they constitute a huge repository of potential data about the contem-
porary ways of doing and thinking of large groups of people across ethnic 
and national boundaries. Few choices and options in websites, SNSs, and 
the broader infrastructure of the Internet are culturally neutral. Research of 
the Internet as a political arena, therefore, could be focused on uncovering 
explicit and implicit statements on a broad range of issues such as values, 
norms, and opinions regarding gender, class, race, religion, political orien-
tation, state, and so on, as they are intentionally or unintentionally expressed 
and materialized in the many features of this highly hybrid medium 
(Pauwels, 2005). See, for example, the website of the U.S. Democratic 
Party (https://www.democrats.org/). Such websites contain, apart from 
their explicit messages (e.g., stating their values and objectives), numerous 

 L. PAUWELS

https://www.democrats.org/


79

visual and multimodal indications that constitute implicit and sometimes 
ambiguous subtexts, which may be as revealing as the more explicit verbal 
ones. Consequently, one of the pillars of such a broad interest in mediated 
culture is a thorough knowledge of the medium’s building blocks and of 
the effects of their advertent or inadvertent selection and combination.

However, to date, the appeal of this rich resource has largely been lim-
ited to aspects that can be addressed with more or less established, verbally 
oriented, and quantitative methods. Therefore—and quite paradoxically—
several of the more basic characteristics of the web have been neglected. 
Most notably, this applies to the exploration of the visual and multimedia 
features of the web (as opposed to mainly verbal utterances and practices), 
both as a very significant source of cultural information and as an oppor-
tunity for improving the nature and depth of scholarly communications. 
So, there is still a need for a more adapted and sophisticated tool or meth-
odology to disclose this cultural data source in all of its apparent and less 
apparent modalities and to adequately address the interplay between these 
different expressive aspects as the prime generators of meaning. To that 
aim I developed some years ago a multimodal framework for analyzing 
web phenomena from both a medium-specific and sociocultural perspec-
tive (see Table 5.1). For a further elaboration of the model, I refer to my 
earlier publications (Pauwels, 2012b, 2015b).

When researching websites or SNS content and form, it is important 
not only to identify the most significant indicators for a given research 
interest (e.g., political orientation, democratic dispositions), but to be able 
to attribute these traits to cultural actors (culture of software producers, 
community of users, peer group or subcultures, personal preferences) and 
to find out how all this amalgamates in extremely complex multiauthored 
cultural expressions. Indeed, all inferences with respect to possible cultural 
significance and meaning need to be based on a solid insight into the ori-
gin and circumstances of the different constituting elements.

Design and infrastructure may be political in its consequences (and 
even in its inception) to the extent that it precludes certain uses or users 
(e.g., because a certain expensive tool is needed or when a particular 
knowledge or skill is required) or stimulates a certain conduct or choice. 
Thus, technologies and platforms in and by themselves (templates, brows-
ers, programming languages, database structures, graphic tools) with (and 
without) certain functionalities already embody certain cultural norms. 
The same goes for the specific application of these technologies and their 
interaction with the set up and purpose of the website. These culturally 
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Table 5.1 Main phases of “a multimodal framework for analyzing websites” (© 
Luc Pauwels)

A multimodal framework for analyzing websites
1. Preservation of first impressions and reactions
 • Categorization of “look and feel” at a glance
 • Recording of affective reactions
2. Inventory of salient features and topics
 • Inventory of present website features and attributes
 • Inventory of main content categories and topics
 • Categorize and quantify features and topics
 • Perform “negative” analysis: significantly absent topics and features
3. In-depth analysis of content and formal choices
 3.1 Intra-modal analysis (fixed/static and moving/dynamic elements)
  • Verbal/written signifiers
  • Typographic signifiers
  • Visual representational signifiers
  • Sonic signifiers
  • Layout and design signifiers
 3.2 Analysis of cross-modal interplay
  • Image/written text relations and typography-written text relations
  • Sound/image relations
  • Overall design/linguistic, visual, and auditory interplay
 3.3 In-depth “negative” analysis
4. Embedded point(s) of view or “voice” and implied audience(s) and purposes
 • Analysis of POVs and constructed persona
 • Analysis of intended/implied primary and secondary audience(s)
 • Analysis of embedded goals and purposes
5. Analysis of information organization and spatial priming strategies
 • Structural and navigational options and constraints (dynamic organization)
 • Analysis of priming strategies and gatekeeping tools
 • Analysis of outer-directed and/or interactive features
 • Analysis of external hyperlinks
6. Contextual analysis, provenance, and inference
 • Identification of sender(s) and sources
 • Technological platforms and their constraints/implications
 • Attribution of cultural hybridity

This model consists of six phases that follow a certain logic of discovery: from looking at rather immedi-
ately manifested features and performing straightforward measurements to more in-depth interpretations 
of the constituting elements and their intricate relations. The research thus migrates from fairly easy-to- 
quantify and code data to more interpretative forms of analysis focused on discovering the metaphorical 
and symbolic dimensions of websites or to unraveling their intended and even unintended “subtexts”.

 L. PAUWELS



81

significant aspects of infrastructure to a large extent remain invisible as 
they are very much embedded in other structures, social arrangements, 
and technologies, as well as in their routine application. Essentially, the 
proposed analytical framework provides a structured overview of the many 
visual and multimodal aspects of websites that may potentially carry cul-
turally specific meanings in a broad sense. As such it should only be con-
sidered as a starting point for further investigation of how values, norms, 
and expectations are inscribed into technical systems (the “politics of arti-
facts” cf. Winner, 1986) and the ways they are put to use.

reseArcher-initiAted dAtA Production using VisuAl 
MediA

Apart from using existing visual sources to study communicative aspects of 
political phenomena, researchers may also decide to produce new visual 
data in a variety of ways. This more active set of approaches to study the 
political realm through its visual manifestations, which constitutes the 
core of this chapter, involves various types of researcher-initiated ways of 
visual data production. Thereby researchers may decide to produce (visual) 
data themselves for specific research purposes or prompt others (e.g., 
“respondents” or “participants”) to do so.

Researcher-Produced Visual Data

Although direct (eye) observation (without mechanical registration and/
or immediate transcription of the observed in words) remains a viable 
option—and in some sensitive or semiprivate environments the only 
acceptable option (e.g., a city hall or courtroom or secluded events)—
most often visual media are used by the researcher for documenting mean-
ingful aspects of visual reality. The dominant “mimetic” mode of visual 
data production typically seeks to exploit the reproductive or “imitative” 
qualities of the camera in circumstances, in which the human eye is inad-
equate to capture the full richness of complex or fleeting events. In addi-
tion, the permanent and predictable character of the camera image and the 
ability to retain aspects of behavior or material culture more or less in their 
original context are powerful traits of this approach. For most social scien-
tists, the “reproductive” or instrumental use of cameras and other image 
recording devices is the least controversial mode of visual research. 
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Mimetic modes of visual data production often start with a distinct theo-
retical insight or research interest (operationalized in visual indicators) or 
are aimed toward answering particular research questions. However, when 
records of this kind are made systematically, they also may be used after-
ward to answer research questions that were not envisioned during the 
data production process.

Mimetic forms of visual recording of political life are not limited to 
capturing pre-existing aspects of material culture or the mere documenta-
tion of “naturally occurring” events and behaviors (see Fig. 5.1a and b). 
They can also involve more experimental setups in which respondents are 
recorded while reacting to unexpected stimuli (e.g., recording people’s 
reactions to mock politicians canvassing the street or other provocative 
situations). The choice between still (photographs, drawings) and con-
tinuous (film, video) records depends primarily on the nature of the phe-
nomenon under study (material cultural, snapshots, or timeframes versus 
fleeting phenomena in their context of cause and effect) and on the infor-
mation one wants to extract from them (the specific research interest).

 Exploratory, Randomized, and Systematic Aspects of Mimetic Visual 
Data Production
Visual data production strategies vary from exploratory and ad-hoc record-
ings of events and artifacts by the researcher (during, e.g., unforeseen 
demonstrations or riots or spontaneous grassroots events) to more system-
atic recordings based on rigid sampling methods and “shooting scripts” 
(e.g., when recording press conferences, documenting political graffiti in 
the city center, photographing material culture elements of political 
organizations).

The first phase of visual fieldwork often benefits from an “orientation 
phase” in which numerous types of existing (visual and non-visual) data 
sources (e.g., Google Earth, newspapers, reports) are explored, and 
researchers start to engage in responsible and ethical rapport-building and 
occasional image-making. The initial visual exploration of the research site 
with a camera may involve the pursuit of a particular interest or theme, or 
it may remain open to whatever captures the attention of the researcher at 
a given moment (Fig. 5.2).

However, to mitigate or minimize bias (preconceptions and predisposi-
tions) from the researchers’ side, several techniques have been developed 
to introduce a more “randomized” approach to the data production pro-
cess (see also Sorenson & Jablonko, 1975). Such techniques can be useful 
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Fig. 5.1 (a) (Top) A 
lonely protester arousing 
a lot of reactions in 
Madrid (© Luc 
Pauwels). (b) (Bottom) 
Political street art at the 
Mexican-US border 
(Tijuana side) (© Luc 
Pauwels) These are two 
examples of researcher- 
produced images of 
grassroots political 
communication in the 
public space
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in avoiding the problem of recording only what seems interesting at first 
sight (or to counter preconceptions about what it takes to “cover the 
field” in a somewhat representative way). “Sampling” in visual research 
may occur before or during the data production. A researcher could, for 
instance, use a sampling method (probability, selective, or convenience) to 

Fig. 5.2 (Top) Ronald Reagan celebrated in the center of Budapest (© Luc 
Pauwels). (Bottom) Lenin “exiled” in Memento Park, Budapest (© Luc Pauwels). 
Rulers for a long time used statues in public space as expressions of their power and 
ideology. When fate changes these artifacts sometimes face destruction or deporta-
tion to a more remote venue where they are looked upon as weird remnants of a 
past era. This was the case with Lenin and Stalin (as well as Marx and Engels) in 
Hungary. New (“life-sized” rather than “greater than life”) heroes have since 
entered the city (like Ronald “Mr Gorbachev tear down this wall” Reagan) and 
now reside at pedestrian level in the political center of the city
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select research units that will be studied from a database or draw a grid on 
a map to select the sites that will be photographed. Alternatively, one 
could decide to record every tenth house in a street or all visible billboards 
along a predetermined route.

To ensure that the research units are being treated in a consistent man-
ner during the process of data collection, mimetically oriented visual 
research often uses “shooting scripts” (Suchar, 1997), which meticulously 
describe exactly what should be included in the images, from what posi-
tion, and at what time. However, to a certain extent, this technique is also 
limited to what is preconceived to be important. Therefore, shooting 
scripts should be based on an extensive prestudy (cf. “prior ethnography”; 
Corsaro, 1982). 

 Sequential and Longitudinal Visual Data Production Methods: 
“Interval” Recordings and “Re-photography”
Time, space, scale, and movement are often essential aspects of visual data 
production. Significant changes can transpire in just a few minutes, hours, 
or days, as well as span several years or even decades (McPhail & Wohlstein, 
1982; Zube, 1979). Therefore, some visual data production techniques 
explicitly focus on sequentially researching social change and cultural 
expressions as they develop, rapidly or gradually, over time in a particular 
physical or cultural space.

“Interval photography” as a research technique, for instance, essentially 
involves making a series of images from the same vantage point with a set 
time span in between, resulting in a sequence of pictures that documents 
any visible changes that have occurred in the depicted scene (e.g., the 
gradual formation of a manifestation of a square).

“Re-photography projects”, then, are truly longitudinal setups that may 
start from pictures made by the researcher (“prospective studies”) or depart 
from existing pictures (“retrospective studies”) that are often produced 
outside a research context, as they are drawn from archives, magazines, 
family albums, or picture postcards (Rieger, 2011). Such long-term proj-
ects may involve re-photographing sites, events, activities, and processes 
and people. Re-photographers must realize that they are working with 
highly “mediated” aspects of a presumed social reality, and that, to some 
extent, they are revisiting “views” that are tied to the initial choices made in 
the past (e.g., picture postcards of tourist attractions from a particular van-
tage point). Another challenge for re-photography as a  long- term endeavor 
is that research subjects may disappear or become inaccessible or invisible.
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Using Visual Stimuli to Elicit Responses

 Visual Elicitation Interviews
Some methods of visual data production also seek to involve research sub-
jects in more active ways. This is the case when using visual materials as 
stimuli in non-directive interviewing situations. The method is primarily 
known as photo elicitation, although in fact many types of images may be 
used (still and moving, paintings or drawings, etc.), and thus image elicita-
tion or visual elicitation would be a more appropriate term. The visual 
materials used as “stimuli” to obtain unique kinds of information from 
respondents and informants may include pre-existing “societal imagery” 
(historic or archive pictures of cities, advertisements, etc.), as well as 
researcher- or respondent-generated materials (Collier & Collier, 1986; 
Wagner, 1979).

The exposure of the interviewee (or multiple respondents in a focus 
group setting) to (camera) images may yield two distinct forms of data for 
the researcher. First, the interview-with-visual-materials offer the 
researcher a fairly simple and quick way to acquire information about 
whatever is visible in the image. Knowledgeable respondents can often tell 
very accurately who or what has or has not been captured by the images 
(when pertaining to their world), which actions are being performed, and 
what the significance of certain depicted signs and symbols may be. The 
purpose of photo or film elicitation is, however, not restricted to the col-
lection or explanation of a series of concrete “facts” about whatever has 
been recorded. This technique also allows the material to elicit or trigger 
deeper, more abstract values, perceptions, and beliefs of respondents, who 
as individuals are involved in the depicted world.

The particular attraction of the visual elicitation method for both 
researchers and researched can be partly explained by the polysemic char-
acter and engaging nature of the stimulus (visuals tend to trigger quite 
vivid, varied, and unanticipated reactions), as well as by the mitigation or 
even reversal of the researcher/researched hierarchy, whereby respondents 
are empowered to fulfill the role of “knowledgeable” informants or even 
experts rather than mere “objects of interrogation” (Collier & Collier, 
1986; Pauwels, 2015a).

 Picture-Sorting Methods
While most visual elicitation setups generate verbal responses to visual 
stimuli, a particular technique, known as “picture sorting” involves asking 
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participants to select images, to put them in groups or pairs, or in a certain 
order, labeling them, and so on. This technique has been used with good 
results in political communication research (Lobinger & Brantner, 2015; 
2019) as well as in marketing research.

In their study on respondent’s perceptions of images of politicians, 
Lobinger and Brantner asked the participants to sort their set of 33 pic-
tures from being very unfavorable (−4) to very favorable (+4) depictions 
(Lobinger & Brantner, 2016, p. 51). Post-sorting interviews (which may 
then resemble photo-elicitation interviews) can help the researcher further 
to interpret the results, but they may not simply replace the visual output.

Involving Political Actors and Audiences in Producing (Visual) 
Data

The interview using visual stimuli can offer a wide range of relevant infor-
mation about how respondents perceive their world (as “verbalized” on 
the basis of visual stimuli), but genuine visual feedback (both mimetic and 
expressive) may be obtained by inviting members of a group or culture 
under study to produce their own images in response to a researcher- 
initiated assignment (e.g., “take five images of what you regard as particu-
larly problematic in your town” or “depict the main achievements of the 
authorities in your city”).

The visual outcomes of such assignments may offer a unique insight 
into the lifeworld of the respondent, both through what they include and 
leave out of the (static or moving) pictures and through a study of their 
formal qualities (e.g., editing, shot length, framing decisions). Again, 
most often these visual products will be further discussed between the 
producers and the researcher as images are seldom self-evident with respect 
to the intentions with which they are produced.

Respondent-generated image production not only comprises the use of 
camera-based images, depicting aspects of the respondent’s material world 
but also includes a variety of drawing methods and techniques whereby 
the respondent may be prompted to give a concrete shape to more inter-
nal processes and views. “Mental mapping” is one such technique to bring 
about a person’s perception of an area of interaction (e.g., which parts in 
a city are important or used by the respondent, how individuals give sense 
to a place) or a complex situation. Drawings may reveal the unspeakable 
or indescribable, as well as things of which the producer is not fully aware.
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ForMAts oF (exPressiVe) VisuAl scholArly 
coMMunicAtion

Though “mimetic” (indexical, “realist”) approaches still dominate visual 
research, social scientists are gradually exploring the visually “expressive” 
(predicative or metaphoric) qualities of the (photographic) image and of 
other visual and multimodal elements. Political communication scholars, 
therefore, could also use visual and multimodal means to express that 
which cannot be put in words or quantitative form. Visual media then 
become both sources of data and vehicles for scholarly communication.

Visual scholarly communication products compose a broad variety of 
ways to visualize and express insights in novel, more experimental, and 
experiential ways. They include rich traditions such as social scientific film-
making and the visual essay approach, as well as emerging communicative 
phenomena such as digital storytelling, photo-novellas, and more art- 
based approaches such as exhibitions, performances, and art installations.

The Visual Essay

Today, the term visual essay is used for a variety of formats that have moved 
far beyond the paper-based pictures and text combinations or linear short 
movies. They vary in length and breadth from concise articles to book- 
length contributions, from short clips to full-length films on DVD or the 
web, from poster-size compositions to room-filling exhibitions and art 
installations. In principle, a visual essay may consist of any type of static or 
moving visual or multimodal representation. It can make use of pre- 
existing images or images explicitly produced for the purpose of either 
photographic or non-photographic (drawings, paintings, graphics) nature. 
Boosted by new media technologies and networking opportunities, the 
visual essay has developed into a contemporary vehicle for voicing and 
visualizing all sorts of personal reflections, new ideas, arguments, experi-
ences, and observations, thereby taking any possible hybrid variation and 
combination of a manifesto, critical review, testimony, or just a compel-
ling story.

The major challenge and strength of this scholarly form reside in the 
skillful production and synergetic combination of visual materials with 
other signifiers—words, layout, and design—adding up to a scientifically 
informed statement. The visual essay occupies a particular place in research 
practice, balancing between art and science, information, and expression. 
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Its broad expressive range; its “open-ended”, polysemic, multivocal char-
acter; its hybrid multimedia or multimodal and cross-platform appearance; 
and its largely uncodified nature are simultaneously its greatest challenges 
and a potential source of controversy (“Is it art or science?”; Pauwels, 2012a).

The images of a visual essay are often made with their final “communi-
cative” purpose in mind, so that they will be more apt to fulfill their 
expressive role, both through what they depict (subject matter) and how 
they depict it (formal traits) (Fig. 5.3). The same applies to the practice of 
scientific filmmaking, which typically conflates the distinction between the 
production of visual data and the final organization of the material into an 
audiovisual whole. Neither is a pure end format or a distinct research method.

Film and Multimedia Productions as Scholarly End Products

Besides providing visual documentation of certain aspects of the reality 
under study, social scientific filmmaking represents a research approach 

Fig. 5.3 At the Berlin Wall (© Luc Pauwels). A researcher-produced image from 
a visual essay under preparation on the politics of walls and re-bordering. Images 
such as this one typically will try to move beyond the mere documentation of situ-
ations and express particular views or insights
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and a specific form of scientific communication that is directed toward 
specialists of the discipline or subject matter, aspiring social and cultural 
scientists, or in some cases the broader public. The usefulness of film for 
(audio)visual data collection—both in observation and in experimenta-
tion—is now beyond question, but the form it should take as a scientific 
product or discourse and the precise rules that should be followed in this 
respect are still very much up for debate (MacDougall, 2011; Pauwels, 
2006). It is important for scientific filmmakers to make their choices on 
the basis of scientifically informed insights and to use the appropriate 
expressive devices (editing, framing, sound mixing, voiceover, etc.) with-
out succumbing to the temptation to apply more appealing or conven-
tional means of expression (cf. the entertainment industry) in an 
uncontrolled and unmotivated way (Rouch, 1975; Ruby, 2000).

Film as a medium of representation is exceptionally rich. Compared 
with types of non–camera-based visual representations, moving images 
edited into films have a particularly strong mimetic and expressive poten-
tial because of their time-based and powerful multimodal character 
(enabling development over time using sound, image, and text). Current 
digital media technologies allow for further expansion of the discursive 
potential of film and make it into ever more hybrid products with more 
possibilities and challenges. Non-linear ways of organizing images, texts, 
and sounds offer numerous possibilities to bypass the often too-rigid flow 
of moving images and may accommodate their content for various audi-
ences (according to their level of knowledge and specific interests).

Data Visualization and Conceptual Visual Representations

Whereas the visual social sciences, for a long period of time, have predomi-
nantly focused on working with camera-based images, it is clear that the 
booming field of visualization of quantitative data, relationships, and con-
cepts is also part and parcel of a more visual approach to knowledge pro-
duction and communication.

Visualizing quantitative data and using graphical representations of 
concepts or complex relations may both serve intermediate analytical steps 
and the final presentation and communication of insights and findings. 
While the use of graphic presentations of (visual and non-visual, empirical 
and abstract) data has been a ubiquitous practice in most scholarly disci-
plines, it hardly ever gets the explicit attention it deserves in academic 
curricula. Yet ways to visually represent and express data and conceptions 
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are rarely neutral in their appearance. Different types of visualizations 
invariably embody certain assumptions toward the referent (the subject of 
the depiction) and the subsequent uses of the visual representation.

While current software packages make it very easy to create impressive 
diagrams and charts with minimal effort, it remains a very difficult under-
taking to make the right choices with respect to what exactly one wants to 
bring out and for which intended audiences. Overall, the level of visual 
competency in this domain leaves much to be desired. However, scholars 
like Mark Monmonier and Edward Tufte have been instrumental to the 
growing insight that intelligible, honest, and thoughtful visualization of 
data, concepts, and phenomena should form the basis for knowledge 
building, decision making, and communication (see Tufte, 1983; 
Monmonier, 1993; Pauwels, 2015b).

The current hype around “big data” also seems to contribute to the 
idea of research becoming “more visual”, but one should be aware that it 
mainly pertains to making visible that which is not visual in nature (visual-
ization of quantitative data) and that it does not take advantage of the 
visual dimension of society as a prime source of data.

closing reMArks

Visual methods have gradually gained currency, and their application is 
not limited to any one discipline or field. They can serve research on poli-
tics and power in many ways. In fact, one should start to think of them as 
obvious rather than unusual ways of gathering data and communicating 
insights, particularly when looking for more direct data of a holistic nature, 
when (material) context is important, when past events are only accessible 
via visual representation, or when field involvement and views of partici-
pants are sought. Still, much social research is very indirect in its interro-
gation of the social world, asking people to tick or fill in pre-defined 
answering categories and focusing on what the respondents “say” in a 
particular situation, not what they actually do or have done in real-life 
situations.

Through focusing on the visible aspects of its different actors and their 
impact on the material environment, visual methods and techniques may 
definitely help disclose phenomena related to politics and power. While 
discussing and advocating the many promising prospects of visual meth-
ods for the study of political communication in a broad sense, it should be 
noted that they do not provide a shortcut to valuable data and blissful 
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results. Such methods do require further development of scientifically 
informed visual competencies among researchers, more explicit and inte-
grated methodologies, and general attention to maintaining highly reflex-
ive attitudes throughout the process. In addition, there is a high level of 
lingering confusion regarding how, where, and when images can or should 
be collected or produced (especially in public or semi-public places) and 
what uses are possible while still observing the rights and expectations of 
all parties involved. Performing visual research, therefore, also implies 
managing the divergent expectations, standards, and understandings of 
diverse research audiences as well as approving bodies (review boards, peer 
reviewers, publishers, professionals, consumers/users; see Pauwels, 
2015b). The use of the visual as a data source or as a medium for captur-
ing, processing, and expressing social scientific knowledge about key 
aspects of society continues to challenge current scholarship. It not only 
generates particular demands, including specific visual competencies and 
ethical questions, but also holds unique rewards by creating new opportu-
nities for captivating ways of building and disseminating knowledge. More 
explicit and transparent methodologies and exemplary visual studies may 
help visual research to gradually enter the realm of widely accepted options 
in the study of political communication.
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CHAPTER 6

From Analogue to Digital Negativity: Attacks 
and Counterattacks, Satire, and Absurdism 

on Election Posters Offline and Online

Bengt Johansson and Christina Holtz-Bacha

IntroductIon

Negative campaigning is as old as political communication itself. With 
political campaigning came negativity. Negativity is mostly connected to 
negative advertising and in the literature is seen as a strategy “that implic-
itly or explicitly places the opposition in an inferior position” (Johnson- 
Cartee & Copeland, 1997, p. 20) and, in addition, “a political ad hominem 
argument […] that calls into question a given candidate’s fitness for 
office—that is, his or her leadership ability” (Johnson-Cartee & Copeland, 
1997, p. 20). To put it simply, negative campaigning focuses on the short-
comings of the policies/ideologies or the character of political opponent(s).
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A great deal of research on negative campaigning has been dealing with 
political advertising on television and especially in the US. However, there 
are some studies of negativity on other campaign instruments such as press 
advertising (Tak, Kaid, & Lee, 1997) and election posters (Holtz-Bacha 
& Johansson, 2017; Johansson, 2014). The qualities of the channel, that 
is, the medium that carries the advertising, predetermine its possibilities 
and format.

Even though there are still pure text posters, the text-image poster with 
a picture, a claim, and a party logo has become the standard of modern 
election campaigns. The specific challenges for the design of election post-
ers are the need to achieve a long-range effect within just a few seconds. 
Pictures accomplish the task better than verbal messages because visual 
images are processed more quickly and are more memorable than words. 
Visual communication also plays an important role in how political mes-
sages are perceived and interpreted (Barnhurst & Quinn, 2012; Grabe & 
Bucy, 2009; Schill, 2012). Because of the specific conditions and the chal-
lenge to receive attention within seconds, negative campaigning through 
posters has developed its own “language” of negativity with direct and 
indirect attacks, fear appeals, and often working with humor and satire.

Technological developments and digitalization have not supplanted the 
conventional election poster but have changed the conditions and possi-
bilities of billboard advertising. Traditionally, the production and dissemi-
nation of posters lay in the hands of the campaigners. Posters appeared in 
the public space. If at all, the motifs were ridiculed by changes and com-
ments hand-painted on the posters themselves using simple and easily 
understood symbols such as the swastika or the Hitler mustache. The digi-
tal environment provided new possibilities for the dissemination of posters. 
Posters now also appear on the Internet (online political posters, OPPs) 
and are spread via social network sites (Lee & Campbell, 2016). Because 
they are digital and image-editing programs are easily available, OPPs can 
also be changed and disseminated by citizens and opponents, thus influ-
encing their meaning and possibly even turning positive into negative 
advertising. Adbusting no longer just means analogue modification by 
tearing off, pasting over, overpainting, or overwriting posters that appear 
in public spaces, and therefore require the presence of the adbuster, but 
today this also happens digitally on a private computer (Michel & Pappert, 
2018). What is more, users can also design and produce their own posters. 
Thus, digitalization has opened to the public new ways of dealing with the 
posters and their appropriation by way of a kind of interaction.
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Digitalization has also left its mark on traditional posters. They are now 
sometimes equipped with QR codes, hashtags, and website addresses, 
allowing passers-by to get additional information on the advertising party 
or candidate.

This chapter will follow the development and specifics of negative 
advertising on traditional posters to the changes occurring with the cross-
over to the digital environment. Examples will predominately be taken 
from election campaigns in Sweden and Germany, which are two countries 
where posters have traditionally played and are still playing a major role in 
campaigning, and thus prove that this old campaign tool did not disappear 
but rather has adapted to digitalization.

the hIstory of Posters and the rIse of attacks

Protest, attacks, and ridicule were a hallmark of the early history of politi-
cal posters. They made their entrance with the French Revolution and 
became an important instrument for mobilizing people. Posters, which 
sometimes had the character of a wall newspaper, were put up lampooning 
the enemy and thus leading to a real poster war when the mocked oppo-
nents took the posters down and were accused of strangling freedom of 
expression (Israel, 2017, pp.  181–182). The revolutions of the mid- 
nineteenth century further contributed to the modernization of political 
posters and their relevance for the political battle. The adoption of litho-
graphic flat printing at the end of the nineteenth century facilitated the 
production of large-size posters and also led to the growing relevance of 
pictures for posters.

Posters became a powerful propaganda tool; during World War I, post-
ers were used for recruiting volunteers for the military, garnering support 
by the people, and the demonization of the enemy. Famous posters with 
vivid pictures date back to this time and found many imitators. One of 
them was a poster designed by the British artist Alfred Leete in 1914, 
which depicted the British Secretary of State for War, Lord Kitchener, 
pointing his finger directly toward the observer saying “Britons. [Lord 
Kitchener] wants you. Join your country’s army! God save the king”. The 
motif was taken up by James Montgomery Flagg’s 1917 poster showing 
Uncle Sam and confronting the observer with the demand: “I want you 
for U.S. army” (Gervereau, 1996, p.  54; Klein, 2004, p.  149). The 
 promotion of war bonds also saw an early example of a personalization 
strategy. One of the German posters showed the head of Field Marshal 
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Paul von Hindenburg and underneath, in his own handwriting, the appeal: 
“Who signs war bonds, offers me the nicest birthday present! von 
Hindenburg” (Bohrmann, 1987, pp. 123, 585). The poster with the pic-
ture of the Field Marshal can also be regarded as a prototype of the por-
trait poster, which established a new format and has flourished in election 
campaigns in the form of the candidate poster (Holtz-Bacha & 
Lessinger, 2017).

In contrast to these posters calling on people’s support through enlist-
ing in the military or signing loans, other posters employed a different 
strategy. With drastic images demonstrating the atrocities of war, they 
aimed at the demonization of the enemy to evoke anger, hatred, and fear 
and thus justify any restrictions imposed on the country by the war (cf. 
Barnicoat, 1972, p. 223; Hutchison, 1968, pp. 70–85; Malhotra, 1987, 
pp. 26–27; Medebach, 1969, p. 17).

These early political posters already proved the importance of images 
for delivering their message. They carried elaborate and often colorful 
pictures in an expressionistic style accompanied only by short prompts or 
questions, if at all. They introduced the symbols and allegories that became 
the visual language of the genre. Heroic men and women waving red flags 
or carrying torches, the rising sun, the royal eagle, the venomous snake, 
monsters (dragons, monkeys, octopi) seizing countries or attacking the 
symbols that stand for a specific country (Britannia, Italia, Germania, 
Russia), and common country stereotypes (Malhotra, 1987, p. 31). For 
instance, during World War I, posters from several countries depicted the 
Germans as Huns identified by the spiked helmet (cf. Gervereau, 1996, 
pp.  38, 40, 43). US posters symbolized “The Hun” by the mark of a 
bloody hand or by boots carrying the Imperial Eagle and drenched in 
blood (Gervereau, 1996, pp. 40, 41). Both sides emblematized the enemy 
as a firedrake or hydra defeated by their own heroic fighters (Gervereau, 
1996, pp. 44, 45). This kind of symbolism could also be found on election 
posters in countries that were not directly involved in the war. For instance, 
Swedish posters sometimes symbolized political enemies as animals such as 
snakes or octopi (Fig. 6.1) (Håkansson, Johansson, & Vigsø, 2017).

Negative campaigning on posters took a somewhat different direction 
since the 1950s. The attacks on political opponents and their policy and 
ideology continued, but the visual language changed. The demonization 
became less apparent, especially in the visual appeals. Looking in more 
detail at Germany and Sweden to describe this development, we find that 
even if parties regularly use negative appeals on posters, they never 
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dominate. The use of positive appeals is much more common and there is 
no clear sign of an increase of negativity. The rise of personalization in 
campaigning with a focus on party leaders can serve as an explanation for 
negative advertising remaining at a low level. Another factor may be that 
Germany and Sweden both feature parliamentary systems with propor-
tional representation and parties play the dominant role. Parties coming 
out of or envisaging a coalition government are probably not much 

Fig. 6.1 Long-term Social Democratic rule may harm your quality of life © The 
Center Party
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inclined to attack their coalition partner. This also explains why much 
negative campaigning on posters comes from populist parties on the far 
right or left. These parties are not so much interested in, or do not have a 
chance of, getting into a coalition government and therefore do not mind 
using messages that attack other parties (cf. Holtz-Bacha & 
Johansson, 2017).

The lack of uniform development of negative advertising also seems to 
be related to the degree of the ideological struggle in campaigns, with 
negative appeals becoming more visible in times of strong ideological 
cleavages in society. In Germany, this was particularly visible in the decades 
following the World War II when the threat of communism/Bolshevism 
was illustrated with clear and expressive symbolism (Holtz-Bacha & 
Johansson, 2017; Johansson, 2014) (Fig. 6.2).

A more consistent trend is the increased adoption of soft-sell appeals. 
Posters in both countries often employ humor and irony for indirectly 
criticizing the political opponent or implying comparisons. Instead of 
direct attacks, text and visuals on the posters use symbolism and ambigu-
ous messages to soften their attacks. Even if this type of appeal needs 
contextual comprehension to be interpreted the way it is intended, they 
are common on contemporary election posters in both countries (Holtz- 
Bacha & Johansson, 2017).

negatIve camPaIgnIng In the dIgItal age

The breakthrough of the Internet has clearly changed the conditions for 
political communication in general and transformed the relationship 
between politicians, journalists, and citizens. What used to be a one-way 
and mostly top-down communication relationship has turned into a web 
of two-way communication processes (Bruns, Skogerbø, Christensen, 
Larsson, & Enli, 2015; Enli, 2017; Klinger & Svensson, 2015). Political 
advertising is also a part of this transformation and the development of 
online campaigning can be regarded as an indicator of a general profes-
sionalization, where parties attempt to appropriate communication strate-
gies used in other contexts (McNair, 2012).

The Internet, and social network sites, in particular, provided political 
party organizations and candidates with a new infrastructure for 
 campaigning where pictures, messages, and videos can be posted. Even 
though the effectiveness of digital campaigning has been questioned 
(Vaccari & Valeriani, 2015), party organizations seem to be convinced of 
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the value of these platforms for their campaigning (Enli, 2017; Lee & 
Campbell, 2016; Lilleker et al., 2011; Russman & Svensson, 2017).

There is no doubt that the Internet has changed campaigning, though 
it may have been more of an evolution than a revolution. In Germany and 
in Sweden, as in many other countries, attempts were made in the first 
elections of the new century to use websites in campaigning, and later on 

Fig. 6.2 Protect us! Be ready to fight • Vote for CDU. By CDU (CC BY-SA 3.0 
de [https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/de/deed.en]), via Wikimedia 
Commons
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parties and candidates adopted social media such as YouTube, Twitter, 
Facebook, and Instagram for campaigning. Parties and candidates seem so 
far to predominately use a one-way communication strategy in online 
campaigning, where candidates and parties use social media to disseminate 
information rather than communicate with the electorate (Bruns et  al., 
2015; Podschuweit & Haßler, 2015; Stärk, 2015).

With regard to posters and digital campaigning, different aspects of 
how digital campaigning has possibly changed the use of negativity need 
to be distinguished. Lee and Campbell (2016) discuss how parties in the 
UK used online channels for campaigning to a growing extent since the 
2010 general election. One important reason is the lower cost of produc-
ing posters for online distribution. Instead of purchasing billboard space 
and professional support from advertising agencies, political organizations 
produce posters at a low cost or even “in-house” employing inexpensive 
software. They can also spread the posters using their own website and 
social networks. This way of campaigning also fulfills a mobilizing func-
tion when followers and supporters “like” the posters and share them with 
their friends. In this way, they serve as an online alternative to yard signs 
which are common in the US. During the last decade, candidates and par-
ties in the US and elsewhere have also offered their supporters possibilities 
to print and create personalized posters (Seidman, 2017).

It is still contested to what extent the availability of different Internet 
channels such as websites, online advertising, and social media has 
changed the style and content of campaigning. The debate concerns to 
what extent the new campaign channels lead to an “innovation” of cam-
paigning or if there is a “normalization” of campaign styles. The innova-
tion position argues that political organizations change their behavior, 
not least in terms of going negative when employing a new campaign 
channel such as the Internet. Online campaigning is regarded as “… more 
disengaged from typical offline patterns of electioneering” (Schweitzer, 
2008, p. 450). The normalization hypothesis instead claims that political 
communication offline will also determine the way Internet applications 
are used in campaigning (Foot & Schneider, 2006, p.  169; also see 
Graber, 2001, p. 110; Margolis & Resnick, 2000). Druckman, Kifer, and 
Parkin (2010) investigated negative campaigning during the 2002 and 
2006 congressional election campaigns in the US and concluded there 
were no significant differences in the intensity and factors which deter-
mine negative campaigning. Levels of negativity were the same in  
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offline and online campaigns, and challengers and open seat candidates 
tended to be more prone to go negative.

There are some reasons to expect an increase in negative campaigning 
in the digital environment. The innovation hypothesis builds on several 
arguments. Since engaged voters visit candidates and party organization 
websites more frequently, the risk of going negative might be less preva-
lent since attacks are less likely to alienate supporters. Following this line 
of argument, online negativity may mobilize supporters and make them 
participate, volunteer, and even donate funds (Druckman et al., 2010). 
From this perspective, negative campaigning mainly mobilizes the already 
convinced supporters. Another argument is that negative appeals attract 
more attention (e.g. Ridout & Smith, 2008). In a campaign culture with 
an almost unlimited number of messages, negative messages are more 
likely to receive attention from the electorate as well as from traditional 
news media. In short, negative appeals are more likely to receive attention 
and perhaps then also convince potential voters.

Online posters using negative campaigning are not hard to find in 
Sweden and Germany, but they do not dominate the political communica-
tion in either country. The pre-campaign of the 2018 Swedish parliamen-
tary election delivered a recent example by the Center Party that published 
a picture warning of the policy of the Social Democratic Party (Fig. 6.3). 
The poster appears in the style of a warning text informing about the dan-
gers of smoking in the way it is added to cigarette packs in Sweden. On the 
Center Party poster, which was published by the local division in the city 
of Gothenburg, the text explains how they will, in contrast to the Social 
Democrats, allow more extended opening hours for clubs and give space 
for food-trucks and outdoor cafes. The warning text says “Long-term 
Social Democratic rule may harm your quality of life”.

This kind of intertextuality is not a result of digitalization. The history 
of political advertising offers numerous examples of references to popular 
culture or other media genres that are to capture the interest of the audi-
ence. Traffic signs such as the stop sign, direction signs, or warning signs 
are commonly used motifs for making comments on the policy of the 
government in general or on specific issues. The Swedish Moderate Party, 
for instance, combined their attacks on the Social Democrats with traffic 
signs. In addition to the caption, the print posters showed signs for 
 warning the electorate of the consequences of letting the Social Democrats 
govern the country. A road sign warning for a steep slope was used to 
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illustrate the threat of rising taxes and the caution warnings about 
unguarded quays (with a car driving into the water) was accompanied by 
the text “They have failed before, don’t take any chances” (Fig. 6.4).

Figure 6.5 shows a poster of the Bayernpartei, a small party only run-
ning in the state of Bavaria and advocating the state’s independence of the 
Federal Republic of Germany. The party’s objective is symbolized by the 
city limit sign demarcating the limit of the Federal Republic and the 

Fig. 6.3 Against red dictatorship. Swedish coalition with the conservatives © 
The moderate party
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direction toward the Republic of Bavaria. The green eye-catcher is an 
example of common adbusting. It is not part of the party poster but has 
been fixed on the poster after it was hung on the street.1

Going online also provides campaigners a new space to rebut attacks 
from other parties. Previous research has shown that one of the most 
important explanations for using negative advertising is being under attack 
from opponents (Lau & Pomper, 2004; Nai & Walter, 2015). The possi-
bility of counterattacks has predominately been used in television advertis-
ing (Lau & Pomper, 2005). The long lead-in times have made it difficult 
to use traditional posters as a tool for striking back on negative  campaigning. 
There are some examples of these “poster wars” with traditional posters in 
both Germany and Sweden (Håkansson et al., 2017), but the possibility 
has definitely increased in the digital environment. An attack from one 
party can fast and easily be met by a counterattack using websites and 

1 The sticker shows two joints and the text says: “Don’t forget us.”, signed by “Die Kiffis”, 
which is a name and probably means“The potheads”.

Fig. 6.4 (On the left) They have failed before, don’t take any chances © The 
Moderate Party; (on the right) If they win the election, taxes will increase © The 
Moderate Party
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social networks to spread the word among supporters and the general 
electorate. The success of the counterattack will be even greater if it is 
adopted by traditional media.

In Germany, for instance, the Social Democrats (SPD) provoked online 
rebuttals with a series of posters directed at their opponents in the 2009 
European parliamentary election. The SPD produced a comic-style poster 
picturing a grinning shark accompanied by the caption “Financial sharks 
would vote for the FDP” (Fig. 6.6), another poster showing a hairdryer 
and the claim “Hot air would vote for The Left”, and a third poster with 
the image of a 50-cent coin and the caption “Wage dumping would vote 
for the CDU”. In addition to critical comments by the media (e.g. Greven, 
2009; Schultz, 2009) because of the negativity, the net reacted with 
memes and the Free Democratic Party (FDP) started a counterattack with 
a pictorial ad showing a vulture and the caption “Vultures [of bankruptcy] 
would vote for the SPD”.

One important aspect when it comes to negative campaigning is the use 
of satellite websites and social media accounts. At the beginning of the 
twenty-first century, German political parties already launched satellite 

Fig. 6.5 Vote wisely 
this time! © Holtz- 
Bacha; photo taken on 
September 11, 2017, in 
Munich
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websites for fundraising, as well as for rapid rebuttal and negative cam-
paigning (Schweitzer, 2005). This strategy has been developed even fur-
ther using accounts on social media to question claims by opponents and 
disseminate attacks. In Sweden, a number of websites, Facebook, and 
Twitter accounts have been used to produce and remake posters during 
the last election campaigns. These are more or less officially connected to 
the political parties, others are connected to NGOs or business organiza-
tions, and some are from individuals.

There is a special relationship between online posters and memes. 
Memes are pictures on social media to which users add their own slogan 

Fig. 6.6 Financial sharks would vote for FDP © SPD-Parteivorstand
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or redesign the picture for a comic effect (Shifman, 2014). Posters can, of 
course, be transformed into memes when users redesign them, but unlike 
memes, online posters are not intended to be redesigned. They are pro-
duced by the party or candidate to be disseminated with the original mes-
sage to a mass audience. However, due to the digital format, they can 
easily become an object of adbusting and be manipulated and changed. 
During the last general elections in both Germany and Sweden, there 
have been numerous cases of remaking posters. Some of them are pro-
duced by organized political opponents, but there are also examples of 
remaking of posters where the purpose is to cause a comic effect 
and ridicule.

One example of this remaking can be taken from the 2010 Swedish 
parliamentary election campaign. The Christian Democratic Party 
showed party leader Göran Hägglund staring at animals representing 
values (i.e. different aspects of selfishness) the party opposed (Fig. 6.7). 
In a series of posters in the same style as boxing face-off pictures, Göran 
Hägglund stared at a gorilla, an ostrich, a buffalo, and a hyena. The 
posters were widely discussed, not least because they signaled a sense of 
humor by  portraying the party leader, which is rather uncommon on 
election posters where party leaders normally smile or look serious. It 
did not take long before remakes of the posters turned up online. The 
Left Party politician Emil Broberg who made a number of manipulated 

Fig. 6.7 Remaking and redesigning posters: A more humane Sweden © The 
Christian Democrats © Emil Broberg
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posters in the same style where the slogan was changed to “a fairer 
Sweden” and the name and logo of the Christian Democrats was replaced 
by the Left Party logo. The person staring at different objects (symbol-
izing) unfairness was replaced by a picture of Emil Broberg himself, and 
on one poster he stares back at the Christian Democratic Party leader. 
This Left Party politician was far from the only one who re-formed the 
Christian Democratic Posters. A re- styled poster was spread on social 
network sites with the Christian Democratic Party leader instead staring 
at a strange fish and the slogan changed to “a stranger Sweden”. The 
name of the party is “JesusChristSuperstar” and the party’s anemone 
logo is replaced by a marijuana leaf. Other than the Left Party politi-
cian’s attempt to make a clear political statement, the latter example is 
instead made for amusing and maybe ridiculing the Christian Democratic 
Party. Changing election posters in this way has become a standard in 
the online environment during election campaigns since about the 
last decade.

In Germany, the 2013 parliamentary election in the state of Bavaria 
provided an example of playful interaction with posters and thus a new 
appropriation of the political parties by voters. The Social Democratic 
Party produced a poster showing its candidate for state premier Christian 
Ude holding four letters in his hands forming the word “WORD” accom-
panied by the claim “A prime minister who keeps his word”. It did not 
take long until new versions of the poster with plays on words were dis-
tributed on the blogging platform Tumblr showing Ude holding other 
words or objects in his hands. For instance, there were pictures with the 
candidate holding the “RECORD”, keeping a “DIET”, keeping hold of 
the reigns, or keeping his mouth shut.

A more famous example from Germany is the gigantic poster of Angela 
Merkel’s iconic hand gesture, the Merkel diamond that has become her 
trademark. As soon as the poster was put up close to Berlin’s main station 
during the 2013 parliamentary election campaign new versions came up 
on the web showing different objects in Merkel’s hands, for instance, the 
head of her opponent from the SPD, Peer Steinbrück. Other remakes 
added the trunk and head of other politicians such as Silvio Berlusconi or 
Mao Tse-Tung, of fictional characters such as Mr. Burns from The Simpsons 
or Dr. Evil from the Austin Powers film series, or of actors such as Jack 
Nicholson or Chuck Norris.

Adbusting also took on new forms by means of digital technology. 
Altering, deforming, or pasting over posters that are hung in the streets 
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has always been a popular activity of adbusters taking on a commentary 
function or simply provided a chance to spoof the advertising party or 
candidate. Sometimes posters were systematically changed or pasted 
over by the supporters of the opponent (cf. also Dumitrescu, 2017). 
An example from Germany can serve to demonstrate the new possibili-
ties that arose with digitalization. For the European parliamentary 
election in 2014, a candidate of the Free Democratic Party distributed 
a poster with her picture and the (ambiguous) claim “Love knows no 
boundaries” (Liebe kennt keine Grenzen). A QR code printed on the 
poster provided a link to a campaign video of the candidate. In several 
cases, the QR code was pasted over by another one that led to a porno-
graphic video.

conclusIon

The digital environment has provided campaigners with new means for 
addressing the electorate and has also allowed citizens to take on a new 
role in campaign communication. In political systems that are dominated 
by parties and where broadcast time was exclusively available for party 
advertising, the web opened new ways for individual candidates. While 
electoral advertising on television, radio, in the printed press, or in the 
form of posters has always been a tool to directly speak to voters without 
running the risk of getting the messages changed by journalists, advertis-
ing can now be disseminated through additional channels. If they are 
taken up by individual supporters and distributed on the social network 
sites, they may even enjoy higher credibility than what is coming directly 
from parties or candidates with an obvious advertising character. Voters 
that traditionally have been on the receiving end of a top-down commu-
nication process can now actively take part in electoral communication 
and either support or challenge the advertising of parties and candidates. 
However, this also means that it is not always easy to determine the actual 
origin of a message. It has become easy to circulate posters that have been 
modified and taken on a new meaning without that being retraceable. If 
authorship becomes dubious and fake posters get passed around, credibil-
ity may be jeopardized.

Traditional advertising has incorporated the possibilities provided by 
the web. Today, all advertising is usually also available online. The web has 
opened up new opportunities to reach the electorate for those being 
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excluded from traditional advertising channels. Offline posters and spots 
offer links to party and candidate websites or carry QR codes that lead 
observers to further information in the form of written text or videos.

When it comes to negative advertising, there is good reason to expect 
an increase of negativity in electoral campaigning. With populism on the 
rise that challenges traditional parties and brings about political polariza-
tion in some countries, the electoral battle may heat up and become more 
negative, even in political cultures that do not tend to witness fierce nega-
tive campaigning.

An increase in negative advertising can also be expected due to digita-
lization. Posters that appear on the streets and advertising broadcast on 
radio or television cannot target specific groups of voters but rather meet 
a broad audience. Therefore, parties need to find issues and images that 
are understood by everybody and strategies that do not put off certain 
voters. The web and particularly social network sites better allow for 
targeting specific groups. Through these channels, negative advertising 
can be used for mobilizing supporters and get them to engage in the 
campaign by disseminating a party’s or candidate’s ads or producing 
their own material. Using the web and social network sites has also 
increased the possibility of counterattacks when being attacked by oppo-
nents, which also enhances the amount of negative campaigning. 
However, as the occurrence of memes shows, parties and candidates do 
not necessarily have it in their hands what happens with their advertising 
when voters have the possibility to change, replace, or comment on 
the messages.

Negative advertising is by no means new and negativity has always been 
a part of the electoral battle. The digital environment offers new tools for 
campaigners and from one election to another, campaigns have become 
more digital. However, much of it just means extending the campaign to 
the web without exploiting its advantages and develop innovative strate-
gies. That also leads us to conclude that traditional advertising will not 
disappear soon and rather survive alongside the new tools provided 
by the web.

The combination of traditional billboards, online posters, and the 
adbuster style memes not only increases the visualization of election cam-
paigning but also leads to a new mode of constructing political reality. 
This may be a more negative reality and therefore may, in the long run, 
contribute to a change in political culture.

6 FROM ANALOGUE TO DIGITAL NEGATIVITY: ATTACKS… 



116

references

Barnhurst, K., & Quinn, K. (2012). Political visions: Visual studies in political 
communication. In H. Semetko & M. Scammell (Eds.), The Sage handbook of 
political communication (pp. 276–292). London: Sage.

Barnicoat, J. (1972). Das poster. München: Kunstverlag Edition Praeger.
Bohrmann, H. (Ed.). (1987). Politische Plakate (3rd ed.). Dortmund: Harenberg 

Kommunikation.
Bruns, A., Skogerbø, E., Christensen, C., Larsson, A.  O., & Enli, G. (Eds.). 

(2015). The Routledge companion to social media and politics. London: 
Routledge.

Druckman, J. M., Kifer, M. J., & Parkin, M. (2010). Timeless strategy meets new 
medium: Going negative on congressional campaign web sites, 2002–2006. 
Political Communication, 27(1), 88–103.

Dumitrescu, D. (2017). French electoral poster campaigns in the twenty-first cen-
tury. In C.  Holtz-Bacha & B.  Johansson (Eds.), Election posters around the 
world. Political campaigning in the public space (pp. 139–157). Cham: Springer 
International.

Enli, G. (2017). Twitter as arena for the authentic outsider: Exploring the social 
media campaigns of Trump and Clinton in the 2016 US presidential election. 
European Journal of Communication, 32(1), 50–61.

Foot, K.  A., & Schneider, S.  M. (2006). Web campaigning. Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press.

Gervereau, L. (1996). Terroriser manipuler convaincre! Histoire mondiale de 
l’affiche politique. Paris: Somogy, éditions d’art.

Grabe, M. E., & Bucy, E. P. (2009). Image bite politics: News and the visual fram-
ing of elections. New York: Oxford University Press.

Graber, D. A. (2001). Processing politics: Learning from television in the internet 
age. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Greven, L. (2009, April 27). SPD setzt auf sinnlose Polemik. ZEIT online. 
Retrieved from https://www.zeit.de/online/2009/18/spd-wahlkampf

Håkansson, N., Johansson, B., & Vigsø, O. (2017). From propaganda to image 
building: Four phases of Swedish election poster history. In C. Holtz-Bacha & 
B. Johansson (Eds.), Election posters around the world. Political campaigning in 
the public space (pp. 319–337). Cham: Springer International.

Holtz-Bacha, C., & Johansson, B. (2017). Dimensions of negativity: Negative 
campaigning on election posters in Germany and Sweden. The Poster, 
4(1–2), 99–116.

Holtz-Bacha, C., & Lessinger, E.-M. (2017). Indispensable and very much alive: 
Posters in German election campaigns. In C.  Holtz-Bacha & B.  Johansson 
(Eds.), Election posters around the world. Political campaigning in the public 
space (pp. 159–186). Cham: Springer International.

 B. JOHANSSON AND C. HOLTZ-BACHA

https://www.zeit.de/online/2009/18/spd-wahlkampf


117

Hutchison, H. F. (1968). The poster. An illustrated history from 1860. London: 
Studio Vista.

Israel, J.  (2017). Die Französische Revolution. Ideen machen Politik. Ditzingen:  
Reclam.

Johansson, B. (2014). Negativity in the public space: Comparing hundred years of 
negative campaigning on election posters in Sweden. In M.  J. Canel & 
K. Voltmer (Eds.), Comparing political communication across time and space: 
New studies in an emerging field (pp. 67–82). Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

Johnson-Cartee, K. S., & Copeland, G. A. (1997). Manipulation of the American 
voter. Political campaign commercials. Westport, CT: Praeger.

Klein, H. (2004). Das Plakat: Werbeträger und künstlerisches Medium. In 
W.  Lenders (Ed.), Medienwissenschaft. Eine Herausforderung für die 
Geisteswissenschaft (pp. 141–163). Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang.

Klinger, U., & Svensson, J.  (2015). The emergence of network media logic in 
political communication: A theoretical approach. New Media & Society, 17(8), 
1241–1257.

Lau, R. R., & Pomper, G. M. (2004). Negative campaigning: An analysis of US 
Senate elections. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield.

Lee, B., & Campbell, V. (2016). Looking out or turning in? Organizational rami-
fications of online political posters on Facebook. The International Journal of 
Press/Politics, 21(3), 313–337.

Lilleker, D. G., Koc-Michalska, K., Schweitzer, E. J., Jacunski, M., Jackson, N., & 
Vedel, T. (2011). Informing, engaging, mobilizing or interacting: Searching 
for a European model of web campaigning. European Journal of Communication, 
26(3), 195–213.

Malhotra, R. (1987). Künstler und politisches Plakat. In H.  Bohrmann (Ed.), 
Politische Plakate (3rd ed., pp. 11–48). Dortmund: Harenberg.

Margolis, M., & Resnick, D. (2000). Politics as usual: The cyberspace “revolution”. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

McNair, B. (2012). An introduction to political communication (5th ed.). London: 
Routledge.

Medebach, F. (1969). Das publizistische Plakat. In E. Dovifat (Ed.), Handbuch 
der Publizistik. Band 3. Praktische Publizistik. 2. Teil (pp. 1–38). Berlin: Walter 
de Gruyter.

Michel, S., & Pappert, S. (2018). Wahlplakat-Busting. Formen und Funktionen 
einer (neuen) Textmustermischung. Election poster busting. Forms and func-
tions of a (new) blend of text pattern. Zeitschrift für Angewandte 
Linguistik, 68, 3–33.

Nai, A., & Walter, A. (Eds.). (2015). New perspectives on negative campaigning: 
Why attack politics matters. Colchester: ECPR Press.

Podschuweit, N., & Haßler, J.  (2015). Wahlkampf mit Kacheln, sponsored ads 
und Käseglocke: Der Einsatz des Internet im Bundestagswahlkampf 2013. In 

6 FROM ANALOGUE TO DIGITAL NEGATIVITY: ATTACKS… 



118

C. Holtz-Bacha (Ed.), Die Massenmedien im Wahlkampf. Die Bundestagswahl 
2013 (pp. 13–40). Springer Fachmedien: Wiesbaden.

Ridout, T. N., & Smith, G. R. (2008). Free advertising how the media amplify 
campaign messages. Political Research Quarterly, 61(4), 598–608.

Russman, U., & Svensson, J. (2017). Interaction on Instagram? Glimpses from 
the 2014 Swedish elections. International Journal of E-Politics (IJEP), 
8(1), 50–66.

Schill, D. (2012). The visual image and the political image: A review of visual com-
munication research in the field of political communication. Review of 
Communication, 12(2), 118–142.

Schultz, S. (2009, April 25). Forsche SPD-Plakate brüskieren FDP und Linke. 
Spiegel online. Retrieved from http://www.spiegel.de/politik/deutschland/
wahlkampfattacke-forsche-spd-plakate-brueskieren-fdp-und-linke-a- 
620977.html

Schweitzer, E. J. (2005). Election campaigning online German party websites in 
the 2002 national elections. European Journal of Communication, 20(3),  
327–351.

Schweitzer, E. J. (2008). Innovation or normalization in e-campaigning. European 
Journal of Communication, 23, 449–470.

Seidman, S. A. (2017). Election posters in the United States after World War II. In 
C.  Holtz-Bacha & B.  Johansson (Eds.), Election posters around the world. 
Political campaigning in the public space (pp.  361–392). Cham: Springer 
International.

Shifman, L. (2014). Memes in digital culture. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Stärk, M.-T. (2015). Der Wahlkampf im Internet: Eine Analyse deutscher 

Parteiwebsites zur Bundestagswahl 2013. In C.  Holtz-Bacha (Ed.), Die 
Massenmedien im Wahlkampf. Die Bundestagswahl 2013 (pp. 41–70). Springer 
Fachmedien: Wiesbaden.

Tak, J., Kaid, L. L., & Lee, S. (1997). A cross-cultural study of political advertising 
in the United States and Korea. Communication Research, 24(4), 413–430.

Vaccari, C., & Valeriani, A. (2015). Follow the leader! Direct and indirect flows of 
political communication during the 2013 Italian general election campaign. 
New Media & Society, 17(7), 1025–1042.

 B. JOHANSSON AND C. HOLTZ-BACHA

http://www.spiegel.de/politik/deutschland/wahlkampfattacke-forsche-spd-plakate-brueskieren-fdp-und-linke-a-620977.html
http://www.spiegel.de/politik/deutschland/wahlkampfattacke-forsche-spd-plakate-brueskieren-fdp-und-linke-a-620977.html
http://www.spiegel.de/politik/deutschland/wahlkampfattacke-forsche-spd-plakate-brueskieren-fdp-und-linke-a-620977.html


119© The Author(s) 2019
A. Veneti et al. (eds.), Visual Political Communication, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-18729-3_7

CHAPTER 7

Political Parties and Their Pictures: Visual 
Communication on Instagram in Swedish 

and Norwegian Election Campaigns

Uta Russmann, Jakob Svensson, and Anders Olof Larsson

IntroductIon

Visual communication has always played an important role in political par-
ties and politicians’ (strategic) communication. Especially during election 
campaigns, political parties and politicians use campaign posters, TV spots 
and newspaper advertisements to present and promote themselves, because 
visual communication contains information, often subtler and more covert 
than pure text, which people reliably detect. People usually believe the 
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nonverbal message when it contradicts with a verbal message (Banning & 
Coleman, 2009). Visual images are often understood as additional modes 
of communication complementing written or spoken text; they help the 
viewer to achieve coherence faster and to create meaning (Barthes, 1957; 
Boehm, 1994; Müller, 2007); they create causal relationships and foster 
interaction (Fahmy, Bock, & Wayne, 2014). Studies in the field of visual 
communication have shown that pictures “have a powerful impact by 
increasing viewers’ attention and retention” (Fahmy et al., 2014, p. 133), 
often more effectively than text (Blair, 1996; Fahmy et al., 2014). Thereby, 
visual images support strategic goals of political parties such as building 
and/or restoring trust and legitimacy with respect to the sender (i.e. polit-
ical parties and politicians) (Barthes, 1977; Boehm, 1994). However, as 
Schill (2012, p. 119) has noted, “[t]he visual aspects of political commu-
nication remain one of the least studied and the least understood areas.” 
With the rise of visual social media—Instagram being the most well- 
known—together with an increasing use of images (still and moving) on 
other social media platforms, there is an increasing need of researching 
visual aspects of political communication. This chapter contributes with a 
content analysis of political parties’ Instagram postings during election 
campaigns in Sweden and Norway, arguably two of the first elections in 
which Instagram was used as an integrated part of the campaign.

Analyzing Instagram postings, we are inspired by the framework of 
Rose (2016; first published in 2001). According to her, visual material can 
be approached from four sites “at which the meanings of an image are 
made” (p. 24) (for similar approaches, see also Müller & Geise, 2015, as 
well as Laestadius, 2017): the site of the production (referring to where an 
image is made), the site of the image itself (referring to its visual content), 
the site of its circulation (referring to where an image travels, asking why 
and how visual images are shared and distributed across a platform or 
platforms) and the site of audiencing, where the image encounters its spec-
tators or users (referring to forms, structures and processes of the percep-
tion and reception of visual images as well as its effects on the audience 
[Müller & Geise, 2015]). At each of these sites, three modalities (aspects) 
can be identified—the technological, the compositional and the social (Rose, 
2016). The technology of Instagram is relevant as it defines how postings 
are made, how they are displayed and how they travel. Compositionality 
refers to the content of an Instagram posting itself, what it actually shows, 
its color and spatial organization. The social aspect refers to “the range of 
economic, social and political relations, institutions and practices that sur-
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round an image and through which it is seen and used” (Rose, 2016, 
p. 26). As with all analytical delineations, the four sites, as well as the three 
modalities, may intersect and overlap.

The purpose of our analysis is to enrich the understanding of how polit-
ical parties use Instagram as a campaign tool by focusing on the site of the 
production and the site of the image itself in Rose’s analytical framework. In 
the next section, we will discuss these two sites theoretically in the context 
of strategic campaign communication by drawing on previous literature in 
the fields of visual and political communication. Focusing on the produc-
tion site will help us to understand why and how political parties create 
and use Instagram postings (visual images), while the site of the image 
itself focuses to the composition of these and tells us more about the how 
by attending to the content that political parties post in order to attract 
(potential) voters. Analyzing Norwegian and Swedish political parties’ 
official Instagram accounts, this chapter also has empirical data on the use 
of Instagram as a campaign tool. We will draw on previous studies we have 
conducted in Sweden (Filimonov, Russmann, & Svensson, 2016; 
Russmann & Svensson, 2016) and Norway (Larsson, 2017). As such, the 
present cross-country comparison of two highly connected countries, fea-
turing similar media and political systems as well as internationally high 
levels of social media use, offers an interesting account of political parties’ 
strategies. The chapter ends with a discussion of Instagram’s benefits as a 
new campaign tool and its implications for political communication.

the use of VIsual socIal MedIa and strategIc 
caMpaIgn coMMunIcatIon

This section discusses the digital visual turn in campaign communication 
by focusing on political parties’ use of Instagram. Following Rose’s (2016) 
perspective of visual communication, we are addressing the site of the 
production and the site of the image itself. The site of the (material) pro-
duction (process) examines the conditions of origin and the production 
structures of visual communication (Müller & Geise, 2015). Focusing on 
this site aims to understand when, why and how political parties create and 
use visual images (Rose, 2016). Understanding campaign communication 
as the “purposeful use of communication by an organization to fulfil its 
mission” (Hallahan, Holtzhausen, Van Ruler, Vercǐc,̌ & Sriramesh, 2007, 
p. 3), and thus as strategic communication, we can assume that Instagram 
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is integrated into a party’s broader campaign strategy. Strategic 
 communication is “about informational, persuasive, discursive, as well as 
relational communication when used in a context of the achievement of an 
organization’s mission” (Hallahan et al., 2007, S. 17). Specifically, during 
election campaigns—“times when innovations are considered and strate-
gists actively weigh up their options” (Lilleker, Tenscher, & Štětka, 2015, 
p.  750), political parties are producing pictures and videos (Magin, 
Podschuweit, Haßler, & Russmann, 2017) to present and promote them-
selves (Hallahan et al., 2007). Their aim is to attract and bind (potential) 
voters as well as the media in order to develop and maintain beneficial 
relationships with them. Moreover, the interactive affordance of Instagram 
fosters user engagement and the co-creation of meaning (Hallahan et al., 
2007); both are important to establish and cultivate organization–public 
relationships, such as by mobilizing the public in a matter of importance 
for the organization. People generally believe nonverbal messages more 
than verbal messages (Banning & Coleman, 2009); thus, the use of pic-
tures and videos are likely to support a political party’s aim to build and 
maintain trust and reputation. Altogether, we can assume that political 
parties use Instagram as a campaign tool to support the party’s growth 
and ensure its freedom of action (Hallahan et al., 2007).

The benefit of using pictures and videos on a social media platform like 
Instagram is that—unlike campaign posters, TV spots and newspaper 
advertisements—social media allows political parties to easily frame, filter 
and edit pictures and videos before as well as after their distribution. The 
meaning of such campaign pictures and videos can be explored by examin-
ing their substance and/or the motif of the visual image (Müller & Geise, 
2015; Rose, 2016). When addressing the site of the image itself and its 
content, it is important to pay attention to the practices through which it 
is constructed—its production (Rose, 2016). Studies on online election 
campaigns (e.g. see Foot & Schneider, 2006; Lilleker et al., 2011; Magin 
et al., 2017) emphasize different functions of social media content that are 
important from the party’s perspective. Among them is information, 
which is about distributing the party’s messages, and mobilization, that is, 
to foster voter engagement. These social media functions can partly be 
found within the ten functions of visual symbols in politics, which Schill 
(2012) emphasizes in his review of visual communication research in the 
field of political communication. According to him, visual symbols in poli-
tics “serve as arguments, have an agenda setting function, dramatize pol-
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icy, aid in emotional appeals, build the candidate’s image, create 
identification, connect to societal symbols, transport the audience, and 
add ambiguity” (Schill, 2012, p. 122). Based on this literature and bearing 
in mind that every party strives to maximize votes to ensure the party’s 
success, we emphasize four major functions when exploring political par-
ties’ Instagram posting practices during an election campaign: broadcast-
ing, mobilization, image management (personalization and privatization) 
and hybridity (references to other campaign instruments).

Broadcasting: Broadcasting examines whether political parties use 
Instagram to distribute information to their stakeholders such as voters 
and supporters as well as the mass media. It is about using pictures and 
videos to present themselves, their politicians and activities. In this con-
text, pictures and videos serve as arguments and can have an agenda- 
setting function (Schill, 2012). Previous studies on social media show that 
broadcasting information is one of the main purposes why parties and 
politicians integrate social media in their communication (e.g. see Magin 
et al., 2017; Lalancette & Raynauld, 2017, for Instagram; Svensson, 2012, 
for Sweden).

Mobilization: Mobilization examines whether Instagram is used to acti-
vate the party’s supporters for the campaign as well as to go to the ballot 
and vote. Williams and Gulati (2012) investigated social networking sites 
and found that they can also effectively mobilize voters. Specifically, in 
countries like Norway and Sweden with a large rural population, being 
able to mobilize and engage broader groups of supporters in places all 
over the country is a great advantage for the campaign. It is important to 
establish and cultivate organization–public relationships.

Image management (personalization and privatization): Politics is 
increasingly about creating and maintaining a specific image. Following 
Dalton (2006, p. 215), “[c]andidates’ images can be seen as commodities 
packaged by image makers who sway the public by emphasizing traits with 
special appeal to voters.” Studies in the field of political communication 
have shown that campaigning political actors turn to social media to pres-
ent an attractive image to their constituents and to decrease what has been 
described as the psychological distance between themselves and their 
potential voters (Jackson & Lilleker, 2011; Svensson, 2012; Vergeer, 
Hermans, & Sams, 2011). Campaigning political actors sometimes also 
offer a glimpse of private moments, which can help the voter to identify 
with them (e.g. see Filimonov et al., 2016; Schill, 2012). Digital platforms 
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present a front region for politicians to promote themselves to the elector-
ate: they “disclose information about themselves that would not necessar-
ily be exposed to another in a face-to-face encounter” (Stanyer, 2008, 
p.  417). Lalancette and Raynauld (2017) investigated pictures on the 
Instagram account of Justin Trudeau, after he was elected Canadian prime 
minister, and found that he uses it primarily for mass broadcasting pur-
poses and to reinforce a positive image of himself and his government. 
Trudeau often had a casual look that makes him appear more approach-
able for the public. Moreover, Liebhart and Bernhardt (2017) show that 
candidates in election campaigns use Instagram to present themselves as 
legitimate office holders. The image parties and candidates mediate of 
themselves and their politics is decisive for peoples’ voting decisions—it 
can create identification as well as add ambiguity (Schill, 2012).

Hybridity: From a strategic communication perspective, a new cam-
paign tool should be integrated into a party’s broader campaign strategy 
to complement other campaign material. Today, hybrid forms of commu-
nication (Chadwick, 2013), that is, integrating old and new media (Lilleker 
et  al., 2015), are becoming a standard campaign strategy. Social media 
platforms allow content to be spread and amplified (Svensson, 2011) on 
many different digital platforms. For instance, visual images that have 
been published in a newspaper are often published on Instagram 
(Filimonov et al., 2016) to promote a strategic message or image.

Examining to what extent these four functions are displayed in (Swedish 
and Norwegian) political parties’ Instagram postings will enrich our 
understanding of political parties use of Instagram as a strategic political 
communication tool. We, therefore, raise the following research question 
for our empirical study: Do Swedish and Norwegian political parties use 
Instagram (1) in terms of broadcasting information to parties’ stakehold-
ers, (2) to mobilize supporters, (3) to manage the party’s and politicians’ 
images (personalization and privatization) and (4) to amplify and comple-
ment other campaign material (i.e. hybrid campaign use)?

research settIng

Cases: The 2014 Swedish Election and the 2017 Norwegian 
Election

This case study focuses on the use of Instagram as a campaign tool to 
examine what kind of pictures political parties were producing and dis-
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seminating to reach out to (potential) voters. The selected countries, 
Sweden and Norway, are among the first (in Europe), in which political 
parties were using Instagram as a campaign tool (Filimonov et al., 2016; 
Larsson, 2017).

Sweden and Norway both have multi-party systems with several ideo-
logically different parties. In both countries, in general, parties must work 
with each other to form coalition governments. The countries are also 
party-centered in contrast to the better-researched candidate-centered sys-
tem in the United States. This implies that in this setting the party is more 
important than the individual candidate is. Hence we have focused our 
analysis on the parties’ official Instagram accounts.

Before the 2014 Swedish election, Sweden was governed by a conser-
vative alliance of the Moderates (the traditionally oriented conservative 
party), the Christian Democrats, the Liberals (which had the name 
Folkpartiet Liberalerna [the liberal peoples’ party] before changing their 
name to Liberalerna in 2015) and the Centre Party. This conservative alli-
ance faced opposition from the Social Democrats, the Green Party, the 
Left Party and the Sweden Democrats. After the election, the Social 
Democrats and the Green Party formed a minority government. Before 
the 2017 Norwegian election, Norway was governed by a conservative 
coalition mainly consisting of the conservative Høyre and the right-wing 
Progress Party, which also gained enough support at the ballots to con-
tinue their reign after the elections. The Social Democrats remained the 
main opposition party.

Since 2014, in both countries, Internet penetration among those 12 
and older is 90% and over (Internetstiftelsen i Sverige, 2017; Medinorge, 
2017), and the countries have a similarly high social media penetration. In 
Sweden in 2014, 36% of the population aged 12 and older used Instagram 
regularly (16% in 2013) and 21% on a daily basis (4% in 2013) 
(Internetstiftelsen i Sverige, 2017). In Norway in 2017, 57% of the popu-
lation used Instagram and 32% on a daily basis (Statista, 2018). Hence the 
2014 Swedish and the 2017 Norwegian elections took place in an 
Instagram-savvy context.

The empirical study thus presents data on the early attempts of 
political parties’ use of Instagram in a campaign context. By focusing 
on two advanced countries in this regard, the results presented in this 
chapter could prove useful for future research featuring longitudinal 
perspectives.

7 POLITICAL PARTIES AND THEIR PICTURES: VISUAL COMMUNICATION… 



126

Data

The study takes into account (if accessible) the official Instagram accounts 
of all Swedish and Norwegian parties represented in the national parlia-
ments after the elections (Election Days: Sweden: September 14, 2014; 
Norway: September 11, 2017). All Instagram postings published during 
the last four weeks of the campaigns—the so-called hot phase—are taken 
into account. An Instagram posting is the single picture with or without 
its caption that has been uploaded by the party only. Comments to a post-
ing are not included in this study. Videos have also been excluded from 
this study, especially of the 2014 Swedish election political parties’ hardly 
distributed videos.

The empirical data include 150 postings for six Swedish parties and 272 
postings for nine Norwegian parties. Although elected into the Swedish 
parliament, the Centre Party (Centerpartiet) and the Sweden Democrats 
(Sverigedemokraterna) are not included in the sample. The Centre Party 
did not publish any pictures four weeks prior to Election Day on their 
Instagram account and the Sweden Democrats did not give (us) access to 
their (private) Instagram account. Table  7.1 gives an overview of 
the sample.

Coding Procedure and Measures

The unit of analysis is the single picture with or without captions on the 
Instagram account of a political party, that is, the information that has 
been uploaded by the party only. We refer to it as posting. For carousels 
(in the 2017 Norwegian election), the first picture was taken into account.

The analysis was conducted from a user perspective, that is, pictures 
were analyzed from the point of view of the voter. Hence it is counting 
what users (think they) see and which “message” political parties are leav-
ing behind (Rose, 2016).

As discussed in section “The Use of Visual Social Media and Strategic 
Campaign Communication” of this chapter, the Instagram postings were 
analyzed along with the following content-related characteristics (see also 
Russmann & Svensson, 2016) to find answers to our four research ques-
tions regarding the image itself:

Broadcasting: The variable broadcasting refers to Instagram postings that 
transmit information on the party’s stances, performances, opinions and 
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ideas to the followers. This often is displayed by posting a picture of a 
campaign poster, an ad or a newspaper article. The main goal is to pro-
vide information to the Instagram community, a response to it is not 
expected. Instagram postings are coded as broadcasting instruments if 
the distribution of information is central. We differentiate if a posting is 
broadcasting or not. If it is not evident, the posting is coded as bal-
anced/ambivalent.

Mobilization: The variable mobilization measures whether an Instagram 
posting is calling for action or not. A posting is considered as mobilizing 
when it conveys an activating, dynamic and involving character to poli-
tics in general or to the campaign and the election in particular. Typically, 
this is displayed by inviting the followers to take part in a rally, to join a 
campaign event or to go to the ballot. Postings are coded as mobilizing 
when more than 50% of the elements in the posting have a mobilizing 
character and as not mobilizing when less than 50% of the elements 
have a mobilizing character. If this is not evident, the posting is coded 
as balanced/ambivalent.

Image management—personalization and privatization: For the variable 
personalization, the coding scheme differentiates between postings that 
are primarily carried by one (or more) single individual(s) (personalized 
postings) and postings that are primarily carried by many people or 
those that do not show any people (not personalized postings). The 
most common example of a non-personalized picture is a political poster 
that has been uploaded. Again, if this is not distinguishable, the coding 
will be reflected as balanced/ambivalent. If a posting is personalized, we 
also coded whether a top candidate (i.e. party leader) was visible or not 
(visibility). The variable privatization only applies if in a personalized 
posting a party’s top candidate is visible in the posting. If no top candi-
date is visible in the picture, the coding requirements are not met. If a 
top candidate is visible, then the context in which he/she is predomi-
nantly displayed is coded. We differentiate between a professional/
political context such as when the top candidate is at a rally, shaking 
hands and giving a speech and a personal/private context (family, hob-
bies, personal matters, etc.). If the picture focuses predominantly on a 
top candidate’s professional context, postings are coded as professional 
context and as privatized context when a private/personal context dom-
inates. If this is not clearly distinguishable, the posting is coded as 
 balanced/ambivalent.

Hybridity—reference to other campaign instruments: The variable reference 
to other campaign instruments measures any directly recognizable and 
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therefore explicit reference to traditional campaign instruments or new 
media. The coding scheme differentiates between an explicit offline 
media reference in the picture, for example, if a newspaper article or a 
picture of a campaign poster is posted, and an explicit new media refer-
ence in the picture, such as hashtags and calls to share pictures. The 
posting is coded as no explicit reference if neither applies.

Prior to coding these content-related characteristics, each Instagram 
posting was also coded on formal criteria, which include coder identifica-
tion number, the identification number of the posting, the party’s name 
and the date of publishing of the posting.

Inter-coder reliability was calculated using Krippendorff ’s α, based on 
56 Instagram postings. Three coders were engaged in the coding pro-
cess. The coefficients are for personalization 0.92 for Sweden and 0.85 
for Norway, for visibility of the top candidate 0.99 for Sweden and 0.96 
for Norway, for privatization 0.94 for Sweden and 0.90 for Norway and 
for broadcasting 0.83 for Sweden and 0.71 for Norway. Although 
Krippendorff ’s α for mobilization 0.67 for Sweden and 0.62 for Norway 
and for reference to other campaign instruments for Norway 0.63 (0.72 
for Sweden) might seem problematic, closer inspection for the lower val-
ues for Norway found that these coefficients rest on only a handful of 
divergent codings: 89.3% of cases for mobilization and 91.1% of cases for 
reference to other campaign instrument were coded consistently with 1.0.

caMpaIgnIng on a new socIal MedIa platforM

The purpose of this study is to enrich our understanding of political par-
ties’ and their politicians’ use of Instagram as a campaign tool in its early 
days by focusing on the image itself and four communication strategies: 
broadcasting information, mobilizing supporters, managing the party’s 
and politicians’ images, as well as amplifying and complementing other 
campaign material. To explore these meanings, we were analyzing what 
(iconography) is displayed in the Instagram postings of Swedish and 
Norwegian campaigning parties from a user perspective.

Broadcasting

Table 7.2 shows that Instagram is largely used as a channel to broadcast 
information, with the exception of the Norwegian Conservative Party 
(Høyre). For instance, as shown in Example 7.1, postings that included 

7 POLITICAL PARTIES AND THEIR PICTURES: VISUAL COMMUNICATION… 
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facts such as letting voters know that the beginning of the early voting just 
started were coded as broadcasting. (Example 7.1 is further coded as mobi-
lizing as it is calling people to vote, not personalized as no person is seen in 
the posting, and there is no explicit reference to other campaign instru-
ments.) However, the results demonstrate that differences exist between 
the two elections. In the 2014 Swedish election, 88% of all analyzed 
Instagram postings were perceived as broadcasting, whereas in the 2017 
Norwegian election, this applies to 66% of the postings. This might be due 
to a greater focus on mobilizing supporters and voters in the 2017 
Norwegian election.

Mobilization

Instagram was not particularly used as a tool for mobilizing supporters 
and voters during the 2014 Swedish election. Almost 80% of all analyzed 
Instagram postings were not mobilizing as shown in Table 7.3. However, 

Example 7.1 “Socialdemokraterna”

2014 Swedish National Election, Socialdemokraterna (Social Democrats)

© Socialdemokraterna Instagram post, August 27, 2014 www.instagram.com/
socialdemokraternas/
Now the early voting begins. Vote for a better Sweden for all

7 POLITICAL PARTIES AND THEIR PICTURES: VISUAL COMMUNICATION… 

http://www.instagram.com/Socialdemokraterna/
http://www.instagram.com/Socialdemokraterna/


132

T
ab

le
 7

.3
 

M
ob

ili
za

tio
n 

on
 I

ns
ta

gr
am

 b
y 

Sw
ed

is
h 

an
d 

N
or

w
eg

ia
n 

po
lit

ic
al

 p
ar

tie
s

R
at

he
r 

m
ob

ili
zi

ng
B

al
an

ce
d/

am
bi

va
le

nt
R

at
he

r 
no

t 
m

ob
ili

zi
ng

R
at

he
r 

m
ob

ili
zi

ng
B

al
an

ce
d/

am
bi

va
le

nt
R

at
he

r 
no

t 
m

ob
ili

zi
ng

Sw
ed

ish
 p

ar
ti

es
%

N
%

N
%

N
N

or
w

eg
ia

n 
pa

rt
ie

s
%

N
%

N
%

N

–
–

–
–

–
–

–
Pr

og
re

ss
 P

ar
ty

50
.0

18
0

0
50

.0
18

C
hr

is
tia

n 
D

em
oc

ra
ts

0
0

12
.5

1
87

.5
7

C
hr

is
tia

n 
D

em
oc

ra
ts

27
.3

6
0

0
72

.7
16

M
od

er
at

es
4.

2
1

25
.0

6
70

.8
17

C
on

se
rv

at
iv

e 
Pa

rt
y

8.
3

1
0

0
91

.7
11

L
ib

er
al

s
1.

7
1

8.
5

5
89

.8
53

L
ib

er
al

s
21

.6
8

0
0

78
.4

29
_

–
–

–
–

–
–

C
en

tr
e 

Pa
rt

y
14

.3
2

0
0

85
.7

12
So

ci
al

 
D

em
oc

ra
ts

30
.8

4
7.

7
1

61
.5

8
L

ab
ou

r 
Pa

rt
y

21
.9

7
0

0
78

.1
25

G
re

en
 P

ar
ty

31
.8

7
4.

5
1

63
.6

14
G

re
en

 P
ar

ty
38

.5
5

7.
7

1
53

.8
7

L
ef

t 
pa

rt
y

12
.5

3
4.

2
1

83
.3

20
So

ci
al

is
t 

L
ef

t 
Pa

rt
y

39
.5

30
1.

3
1

59
.2

45
–

–
–

–
–

–
–

R
ed

 P
ar

ty
36

.7
11

3.
3

1
60

.0
18

T
ot

al
 (

N
 =

 1
50

)
10

.7
16

10
.0

15
79

.3
11

9
T

ot
al

 (
N

 =
 2

72
)

32
.4

88
1.

1
3

66
.5

18
1

 U. RUSSMANN ET AL.



133

Norwegian parties used Instagram to call for action and thereby to mobi-
lize supporters and voters in a third of the 272 analyzed postings. For 
instance, Example 7.2 shows a posting of the Norwegian Labour Party, in 
which the party’s leader Jonas Gahr Støre is calling Norwegians to replace 
the government on Election Day, because Norway deserves a government 
that unites. (Example 7.2 is further coded as personalized as it is showing 
(visualizing) the party leader and top candidate Jonas Gahr Støre in a pro-
fessional/political context. The posting makes no explicit reference to other 
campaign instruments.)

Overall parties on the left side of the ideological spectrum are using the 
potential of Instagram to call for action to a greater extent than the other 
parties, with the exception of the right-wing Norwegian Progress Party 
(Fremskrittspartiet).

Example 7.2 “Arbeiderpartiet”

2017 Norwegian National Election, Arbeiderpartiet (Labour Party)

©Arbeiderpartiet, Instagram post, September 8, 2017, www.instagram.com/
arbeiderpartiet
Norway deserves a government that unites. This is one of the reasons to replace the 
government this Monday

7 POLITICAL PARTIES AND THEIR PICTURES: VISUAL COMMUNICATION… 
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Image Management: Personalization and Privatization

In both elections, political parties used Instagram to send out personalized 
messages to their supporters and potential voters. Table 7.4 illustrates that 
of all analyzed Swedish party postings, 69.4% were rather personalized and 
66.9% were of Norwegian parties’ postings. Only the Instagram postings 
of the Swedish Social Democrats and the Norwegian Green Party are 
rather not personalized; future research will show whether this is the par-
ties’ campaign strategy or whether both parties will follow the general 
trend of personalization.

Taking a closer look at all postings that have been identified as being 
personalized, in 55.1% of the Instagram postings of the 2014 Swedish 
election and in 75.8% of the Instagram postings of the 2017 Norwegian 
election, a top candidate was visible. Hence, over time, the results show a 
trend of personalization by focusing largely on the top candidate. If a top 
candidate is visible, he/she is primarily framed in a professional/political 
context. In the 2014 Swedish campaign 94.7% and in the 2017 Norwegian 
campaign 74.8% of parties’ Instagram postings showed the top candidate 
shaking hands, giving a speech or at a rally. However, also regarding the 
context, the trend of more personalized communication over time contin-
ues. In the 2017 Norwegian election, the top candidate is more often 
displayed in a personal and private context (20.1% of all rather personal-
ized postings with a party leader). For instance, Example 7.3 shows the 
party leader and top candidate of the Norwegian Progress Party Siv Jensen 
in a personal/private moment with her children. They are sitting on a small 
bench for children somewhere outside. The posting gives the impression 
of Siv Jensen wearing casual clothes, giving all her attention to the chil-
dren and what they are exploring in the box. It seems like politics is the 
last thing on her mind at this moment. (Example 7.3 is further coded as 
not broadcasting, not mobilizing and no explicit reference to other campaign 
instruments.)

Hybridity: Reference to Other Campaign Instruments

Finally, we were interested to what extent political parties used Instagram 
to amplify and complement other campaign material (i.e. hybrid campaign 
use). In total, the data in Table 7.5 show that differences between the 
2014 Swedish election and the 2017 Norwegian election are rather small. 
In the majority of Instagram postings, no explicit reference was made to 
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other campaign instruments. If references to other campaign instruments 
were made, then they were primarily to traditional ones. These include 
pictures depicting rallies of supporters and meetings with potential voters 
and illustrating election coverage by newspapers. For instance, Example 
7.4 displays a picture of a newspaper front page in which the Swedish con-
servative alliance party leaders (shown in a professional/political context) 
are praised. (Example 7.4 is further coded as broadcasting as facts are pre-
sented on the newspaper front page and not mobilizing.) References to 
other “new media” channels are very seldom made. Of the few, many 
include online posters.

However, in both elections, this variable displays greater differences 
between parties than the other variables. For instance, in the 2014 
Swedish election, parties on the left of the ideological spectrum were 
more inclined to use Instagram to bring attention to their other new 

Example 7.3 “Fremskrittspartiet”

2017 Norwegian National Election, Fremskrittspartiet (Progress Party)

©Fremskrittspartiet. Posting on www.instagram.com/fremskrittspartiet/, August 17, 
2017

 U. RUSSMANN ET AL.
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media instruments. In the 2017 Norwegian election, the two governing 
parties, the Conservative Party (Høyre) and the right-wing Progress 
Party (Fremskrittspartiet), used Instagram to a greater extent to refer to 
other new media instruments than the other parties.

InstagraM: IMplIcatIons of a new caMpaIgn tool 
for polItIcal coMMunIcatIon

To understand how political parties use Instagram as a campaign tool by 
focusing on the site of the production and the site of the image itself, we 
conducted a cross-country comparison examining two highly connected 
countries, Sweden and Norway, which have very similar media and politi-
cal systems. The findings show that Swedish and Norwegian political par-
ties were using Instagram to present and promote themselves during the 
campaigns. They were using it to distribute the party’s stances and posi-

Example 7.4 “Nya Moderaterna”

2014 Swedish National Election, Moderaterna (Moderates)

©Nya Moderaterna. Posting on www.instagram.com/nyamoderaterna/, August 26, 2014
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tions and to report on their campaign performances. However, there is a 
change over time that future studies should follow up: in the 2017 
Norwegian election, parties used Instagram to a lesser amount for broad-
casting and more to mobilize their supporters and potential voters. With 
the ongoing decline in party identification and party membership (Dalton, 
2000) and hence with increasing pressure to appeal to swing voters, 
Instagram provides a platform to directly address supporters and potential 
voters. As people mostly use Instagram on their mobile phones, political 
parties are given a channel to permanently reach out to them. It seems as 
political parties use Instagram to activate their supporters to establish and 
cultivate more relationships and build and maintain trust. People perceive 
nonverbal messages such as Instagram pictures as credible (Banning & 
Coleman, 2009; Lalancette & Raynauld, 2017) and key research findings 
in the field of persuasion (Hovland, Janis, & Kelley, 1953) have shown 
that the perceived credibility of an organization can increase the public’s 
trust in this organization. Pictures are used to convey emotions about the 
party, its politicians, the campaign and so on. This fact is also displayed by 
how political parties presented their top candidates. In the 2014 Swedish 
election, only about 5% of all pictures showing a top candidate displayed 
her/him in a personal and private context, that is, with their families or 
showing them jogging (hobbies). In the 2017 Norwegian election, 20% 
of the pictures showing a top candidate emphasized personal and private 
matters. It seems that visual communication is supporting the trend of 
personalization in political communication at a very personal and private 
level. Already Manuel Castells (2007, p. 242) wrote “the simplest message 
in politics is a human face”—on Instagram this face can be visualized. 
Political parties are given a more personal and emotional impression of 
their politicians and this lets them appear more authentic and creates 
closeness between the politician and the public (see also Lalancette & 
Raynauld, 2017; McGregor, 2018), another aspect that is important to 
create identification, build and maintain trust and cultivate relationships. 
In a recent study on Twitter, McGregor (2018) emphasizes that personal-
ized tweets foster a sense of intimacy toward the personalized candidate 
and this increases the likelihood of electoral support for the candidate. 
McGregor (2018, p.  1156) concludes that “[t]o the extent that more 
campaigns take up this strategy, we may be moving further towards a 
model of affective and engaging politics.” The presented results indicate 
that visual communication is supporting this development. Therefore, 
future studies need to analyze Instagram postings in more detail to explore 
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in detail patterns of personal and emotional communication—even though 
this generally reduces the focus to a smaller sample, such detailed study 
will help answer questions about the developing campaigning practices 
and priorities by politicians and parties.

Our study also underlines the importance of further research into ideol-
ogy and the use of Instagram, because the findings show that parties on 
the left side of the ideological spectrum are using the potential of Instagram 
to call for action as well as making references to other “new media instru-
ments” to a greater extent than the other parties. This is different from 
other social media platforms such as Twitter and Facebook. Previous 
research suggests that ideology is less important in predicting social media 
use (Gulati & Williams, 2013; Vergeer & Hermans, 2013); the question is 
whether this has changed with visual social media.

Even though Instagram is still a very new campaign instrument, it is 
already integrated into the broader campaign strategy. In both elections 
under study, in about a third of the pictures, political parties were refer-
encing other traditional campaign instruments, often to emphasize politi-
cal messages or success stories that were broadcasted through traditional 
mass media. On the other hand, the majority of the postings without any 
explicit reference to other instruments indicated that Instagram is a cam-
paign instrument “of its own.” Political parties did not just use Instagram 
by copying and pasting information produced for other campaign instru-
ments. This indicates a professional and strategically planned use of 
Instagram by political parties. Instagram is about capturing content “on 
the go” such as a top candidate talking to people on the streets and shar-
ing a specific moment of the campaign such as people at a rally.

Albeit that Instagram was largely used as a channel to broadcast infor-
mation, for the broader context of political communication, the use of 
visual social media raises the question whether it supports political com-
munication (campaigns) becoming less about policy issues and more 
superficial (Van Aelst et al., 2017). After all, the information political par-
ties spread via Instagram is rather short and compressed and hence omit-
ting any background information. People mostly use Instagram on their 
mobile phones and just want to quickly swipe through it and hence pic-
tures have to be simple and easy to grasp.

As any investigation, our study is not without limitation. The presented 
study is among the first that compares political parties use of Instagram as 
a campaign instrument across countries and over time. As such, it is 
explorative and hypothesis generating. We suggest that the increasing use 
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of Instagram for mobilizing purposes as well as the continued trend of 
personalization is worth testing in future studies. Due to Instagram being 
a rather new phenomenon, we did not have the chance to compare its use 
in a single Western European democracy. Hence we have chosen two 
countries that are highly connected, featuring similar media systems, polit-
ical systems as well as internationally high levels of social media use. 
Moreover, to explore when, why and how parties create and use Instagram, 
in particular, and visual social media, in general, there is a need to directly 
engage with them through interviews and ethnographies. Furthermore, 
from a strategic communication perspective, it would be of interest to 
know how voters perceive and interpret political parties’ Instagram postings.

The purpose of this chapter was to contribute to the understanding of 
how political parties use Instagram as a campaign tool by focusing on the 
site of the production and the site of the image itself (Rose, 2016) and dis-
cuss its implication for political communication. From a theoretical per-
spective of strategic campaign planning, political parties use Instagram to 
develop and maintain beneficial relationships with supporters and (poten-
tial) voters and to have an impact on their electoral choice. Based on the 
results, (Swedish and Norwegian) political parties’ use of Instagram can 
be described as strategy-oriented. The use of visual social media does not 
provoke a very new way of campaigning as indicated by the use of 
Instagram for mass broadcasting purposes. However, political parties are 
using Instagram to personalize their messages and over time increasingly 
to mobilize supporters and (potential) voters. Thereby, they are trying to 
give voters a greater feeling of closeness and being “face-to-face” with the 
campaign. This is supporting the trend of personalization and privatiza-
tion in political communication. In the long term, this might lead to a 
simplification of political communication as our study suggests that 
Instagram messages are produced to be received and perceived “on the go.”
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CHAPTER 8

Visual Political Communication in Italian 
Electoral Campaigns

Edoardo Novelli

IntroductIon

The aims of this chapter are to document the dissemination and character-
istics of the visual political communication in Italy and verify the extent of 
the transformations introduced by the entrance into the so-called digital 
era. The chapter analyzes the visual electoral materials produced by the 
Italian political parties during the campaign for the general elections of 4 
March 2018. The hypothesis underlying the chapter is that this election 
campaign has marked an increase in dissemination, communication, and 
engagement, of the visual political communication, emphasizing its role in 
the construction of political knowledge.

The research is based on the analysis of four different types of visual 
materials. First, the very few national posters produced by the main par-
ties, a total of 15 posters. Second, a representative selection of the differ-
ent types of web cards published on the websites of the main political 
parties, a total of over 600 images. Third, a representative sample of 80 of 
the videos distributed online via Social Networks. Finally, some of the 
most exemplary and representative images and selfies published by the 
political leaders on their social network accounts.
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It was impossible to collect an exhaustive selection of the four types of 
materials (posters, web cards, videos, and photos). As a result, it should be 
noted that the analysis was much more focused on the qualitative dimen-
sion rather than quantitative categorization. Of posters, web cards, videos, 
and photos, the following has been analyzed: the role of the visual, the 
iconographic registers, the communicative tones, the different types, the 
diffusion and engagement strategies, and the styles of representation.

The monitoring of electoral materials was carried out in the last three 
weeks of the electoral campaign and concerned the websites and the offi-
cial Facebook pages of 12 political parties: Casa Pound, Civica e Popolare, 
Forza Italia, Fratelli d’Italia, Insieme, Lega, Liberi e Uguali, Movimento 
Cinque Stelle, Noi con L’Italia, Potere al Popolo, and Partito Democratico 
(PD), Più Europa. Added to this was the monitoring in the three weeks 
preceding the vote of the Twitter accounts of six of the main political lead-
ers: Silvio Berlusconi, Luigi Di Maio, Beatrice Lorenzin, Giorgia Meloni, 
Matteo Renzi, and Matteo Salvini.

First, this chapter provides a brief summary of the evolution of visual 
political communication in Italy during the last century. The second part 
analyzes the transformations introduced by the 2018 general elections 
that underlie the many changes that characterized this election campaign. 
The results of the research are then presented in three paragraphs. The 
first concerns the use and diffusion of the traditional instruments of the 
visual propaganda of the political parties, such as posters and TV ads. The 
second one concerns the use and diffusion of the new visual communica-
tion tools, web cards, and videos, through the network. Finally, the last 
paragraph suggests the diffusion of new aesthetic codes and different strat-
egies of self-promotion adopted by the leaders, comparing the selfies and 
the photographs posted on their social networks with the representations 
proposed in the posters.

the evolutIon of the vIsual PolItIcal 
communIcatIon In Italy

From the early decades of the twentieth century, images were a compo-
nent of political communication and election campaigns; since the 1950s 
they have become a central element. Although political images and elec-
toral posters have received increasing scientific attention since the 1980s, 
their importance throughout the past century in constructing political 
knowledge has been widely recognized (Geise, 2016; Seidman, 2008). 
Images were initially used to accompany the text and make posters more 
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effective, thanks to illustrations and colors. Later, with the arrival of televi-
sion, the image greatly increased for political communication. As electoral 
campaigns adapted to television TV ads, talk show and debates appear-
ances played a crucial role in the processes of medialization, spectaculariza-
tion, and personalization of modern politics (Blumler & Kavanagh, 1999; 
Brader, 2006; Diamond & Bates, 1988; Kern, 1989). Despite significant 
differences between nations, television advertising is an important compo-
nent of electoral campaigns and visual communication of political parties 
globally (Holtz- Bacha & Just, 2017). The result has been an increasing 
shift from a political logic to a media logic (Altheide & Snow, 1979), pro-
moted by the rising importance of visual over verbal language, and by the 
production, dissemination, and consumption of a more sophisticated 
political iconography. Despite this supranational trend, the poster has also 
continued to be an important tool for visual political communication and 
electoral propaganda, one that is central to campaign strategies and defines 
visual codes according to different countries and their cultures (Holtz-
Bacha & Johansson, 2017). It was a process common to all main western 
democracies including Italy, with its specific characteristics and temporality.

The illustrated poster was not a central feature of Italian electoral cam-
paigns at the beginning of the last century. During those campaigns, it 
only appeared sporadically, and the written text manifesto was most com-
mon. The diffusion of the illustrated poster, with a more formal and aes-
thetic development of the visual political communication, was due first to 
the massive campaign in support of the First World War (Pedrini, 2016; 
Rubetti, 1918), and then as the fascist regime made great use of posters, 
photography, cinema, and art (Malvano, 1988; Schnapp, 1996; Mosse, 
1996; Braun, 1996; Falasca-Zamponi, 1997). Illustrated posters domi-
nated the 1948 Italian general electoral campaigns when all the main 
political parties used them adopting different visual styles and graphic lan-
guages according to their political cultures and ideological orientation 
(Cheles, 2001; Novelli, 2008). The Comitati Civici, an organization pro-
moted and financed directly by Pope Pio XII, made extensive use of color-
ful images, with few words and an aggressive tone, in order to evoke an 
emotional reaction against communism. The right-wing forces reappro-
priated stereotypes and images used earlier by the fascist regime. The com-
munist and socialist parties, allied in the Popular Democratic Front, 
borrowed visual languages and graphic styles of the German Bauhaus and 
Russian constructivism (Barkhatova, 1992).

In the early first post-war years, the use of electoral films by the main 
political parties represented an experimental form of propaganda 

8 VISUAL POLITICAL COMMUNICATION IN ITALIAN ELECTORAL CAMPAIGNS 



148

(Argentieri 2001; Novelli, 2018; Taviani, 2008). It was not until the 
1960s when the moving image appeared in electoral campaigns. This was 
when the Rai, Italy’s national public broadcasting company, broadcast the 
program Tribuna Elettorale. The aim of Tribuna Elettorale was to 
strengthen the prestige of political parties and their leaders. To that end, 
the structure of the program and its setting projected an authoritative 
image of the leaders and reaffirmed the prevalence of the political word 
over the image (Novelli, 1994, 2015).

Since the mid-1970s, the emergence of private television, first locally 
and then nationally, accentuated the spectacular and entertaining compo-
nent of the so-called neo television (Eco, 1983; Gozzini, 2011). In the 
electoral campaigns of the 1980s and 1990s, the use of political ads, using 
the model of commercial ones, spread. The political message shrank to 
slogans of a few seconds, the image took over the word, music supported, 
or substituted, the word. The political posters occupied six-by-three-meter 
giant billboards, until then reserved for commercial advertisements, and 
followed the structure of the multi-subject commercial campaigns adopt-
ing the same visual languages and strategies (Novelli, 2017).

Later in comparison to other countries, the Internet entered the Italian 
electoral campaigns from the early 2000s. Initially, these were sites and 
web pages in support of political parties and candidates, containing tradi-
tional electoral materials like texts, flyers, and posters, realized with little 
or no experience of the characteristics and properties of these new instru-
ments. The election campaign of the 2013 general election marked a step 
ahead, also thanks to the development of social networks. All the major 
political parties focused their election campaign efforts online and encour-
aged the production and circulation of electoral materials by their follow-
ers (Legnante & Roncarolo, 2014; Morcellini, Antenore, & Ruggiero, 
2013). In some cases, they organized groups of “digital militants”, simple 
supporters coordinated by campaign strategists with the tasks of monitor-
ing the network, influencing the agenda, and disseminating images, 
memes, posts, and videos.

the electoral camPaIgn for the general electIon 
2018

During the final days of the 2018 general election, it was common to lis-
ten to interviews and read comments on the mainstream media on what 
was considered “one of the worst election campaigns ever”. If these 
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political analysts had been required to indicate some of the best Italian 
electoral campaigns, they would have had difficulty. On the one hand, 
many previous Italian election campaigns have at the time been defined 
“the worst campaign ever”; on the other hand, the criteria to judge the 
quality of an election campaign are unclear. Do they depend on the fair-
ness of the debate, the clarity in the exposition, the concreteness of the 
themes, the pluralism of information, the amount of money invested, the 
level of creativity, or what else?

Avoiding then any qualitative evaluation, it is possible to say that an 
election campaign depends mainly on four elements that determine its 
aspects and traits. The first element concerns the electoral law. The forms, 
actors, and strategies of an election campaign are strictly connected to the 
electoral system. If it changes, they change as well. The second element 
involves the resources available. A larger budget allows more sophisti-
cated and articulated campaigns, with more instruments, staff, and com-
petencies (Farrell, 1996; Johnson, 2014). The third relevant element is 
the media system. The evolution of information and media systems has 
direct consequences on the election campaigns, from the pre-modern 
campaigns based on speeches, rallies, and journals, up to the post-mod-
ern era characterized by the gradual diffusion of the Internet (Norris, 
2000). The fourth element that determines the forms of the electoral 
campaigns is the political system. How many political parties are there? 
How polarized is the political scene? How many parties have a genuine 
possibility to win?

If we consider these four elements as the determining factors of an elec-
tion campaign from which its traits and aspects derive, it is important to 
note that for the election campaign of the 2018 Italian general election, 
they all changed. As for the electoral law, Italians voted with the new 
“Rosatellum”, a system half proportional and half majoritarian that 
rewards coalitions but at the same time promotes competition among the 
allied political parties. As for the financial resources, cuts in funding for 
parties and electoral reimbursements that had been voted by the parlia-
ment in the previous years, meant budgets for the 2018 election cam-
paign, were drastically reduced. Looking at the third element, the role of 
the media, differently from the past, the most important events, and turn-
ing points of the 2018 electoral campaign did not occur on television; 
social media played a role as never before. Finally, as for the political sys-
tem, it is sufficient to say that for the first time since 1946 three political 
parties or coalitions had a realistic chance of winning the election. In 2018 
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a new potential winner emerged, the Five Star Movement, which joined 
the electoral scheme, modifying the political scene and so the elec-
toral campaign.

As a consequence of these transformations, Italian political parties 
and candidates modified the tools and techniques of their electoral cam-
paign. They preferred those, like the Internet and social network, that 
were less expensive and, at the same time, allowed direct communication 
with the voters. The result has been a great diffusion of visual products, 
like images, photos, videos, and growth of the role of visual political 
communication. An idea of the growth in number and importance of 
social visual products in the election campaign is provided by a particu-
lar ranking made immediately after the elections. Between 28 December 
2017 and 3 March 2018, Matteo Salvini, the ranked first, posted more 
than 300 videos on his Facebook page obtaining an engagement index 
(reactions, shares, and replies) of more than 6 million people. The sec-
ond was Luigi Di Maio, leader of the Five Star Movement, who posted 
more than 250 videos, with an engagement index slightly lower than 
6 million. The third-ranked leader was Giorgia Meloni with less than 
200 videos posted and an engagement index of less than 1 million. As 
for the images, Salvini, Di Maio, and Meloni posted more than 200 
images each on their official Facebook page, confirming that they were 
the more social among the Italian leaders. Considering now the most 
popular photo and video, both were published by Luigi Di Maio. The 
photo, posted on 13 February, portrayed Di Maio checking with a jour-
nalist the accounts relating to a scandal in the use of public funds that 
involved some MPs of the Five Star Movement. The post and photo 
obtained an overall index of engagement higher than 300,000, of which 
125,000 were shares. As for the most viewed video, it was the streaming 
from Piazza del Popolo in Rome of the final rally of the electoral cam-
paign of the Five Star Movement, with all its most important leaders and 
its founder, the comedian Beppe Grillo. This video was seen by 2.7 mil-
lion people. These numbers testify the capacity of visual materials posted 
on social media to influence the codes of visual political  communication, 
and so redefining the standards, the styles, and the languages of the 
electoral campaigns.1

1 https://socialrecap.it/2018/05/03/recapelezioni18-persistenza-egemonia-sui-temi- 
cosi-lega-m5s-vinto-twitter-nellurna/
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the tradItIonal Instruments of vIsual PolItIcal 
communIcatIon: Posters and tv ads

The changes in the Italian electoral campaign mentioned above and, in 
particular, the cut in the budget led political parties and candidates to 
reduce the role of posters and TV ads. The only political party to produce 
a national poster campaign was Liberi e Uguali, founded only two months 
prior to the vote and led by the former magistrate Pietro Grasso. This 
extreme-left organization invested most of its 1.3 million euro electoral 
budget in a national poster campaign of 1500 posters to gain visibility and 
to present the new party to the Italian electorate. The result was a tradi-
tional campaign, traditional not only in its form—the posters and the use 
of the big commercial billboards—but also in its visual style and commu-
nicative register. The portrait in the foreground of Grasso, his expression, 
his glance, and his posture, perfectly fitted the visual canons of the modern 
personalized leadership and popularized politics. In the poster Grasso is 
portrayed with a kind and comforting expression while looking at the vot-
ers straight in the eye. He is the center of the electoral message, more 
important than the political party whose symbol appears only in the bot-
tom right-hand corner.

Other important political parties like the Lega Nord, Fratelli d’Italia, 
and Five Star Movement did not run a national poster campaign. Their 
few posters were printed in limited copies and posted at a local level. The 
PD produced a short-term poster campaign, exhibited in restricted areas 
such as the main train stations. In order to contrast the overexposure of its 
leader and Italian Prime Minister, Matteo Renzi, who was rapidly falling in 
the opinion polls, the PD ran an anonymous and textual poster campaign. 
In the six thematic posters produced for the election by the PD, the visual 
component is very poor. The only elements of these posters are a two-line 
slogan, the symbol of the political party, and the date of the election in the 
upper part. A poster campaign graphically very clean and simple, con-
spicuous due to the absence of images and photos of the leader of the 
party Matteo Renzi.

Finally, the political party of Forza Italia, which in 2001 had changed 
the style of Italian electoral posters by introducing the commercial bill-
boards in the electoral campaign (Palmieri et  al., 2012; Cattaneo & 
Zanetto, 2003), in 2018 decided not to use posters at all. The same trend 
was found at the level of individual candidates. Due to the cut in budgets 
and the impossibility for a single candidate to influence his/her election 
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(because of the new electoral law), no candidate invested in a personal 
poster campaign. The result of such limited use of posters at the national 
and local level was that the spaces dedicated to the electoral campaign, 
both free and paid, were left empty.

As for the political commercials, none were broadcast on public or pri-
vate television. It was a direct consequence of the Italian law called “par 
condicio”, approved in 2000, that banned political TV ads during general 
election campaigns. Following the law, for many years, Italian political 
parties and candidates continued to make political commercials, dissemi-
nating them on the net and through social media instead of television. It 
is important to specify that “TV ads” are here defined as an audiovisual 
text with direction, a script, a dramaturgy, narrative strategies, reference 
genres, and repertoires, such as “negative” or “feeling good” (Brader, 
2006; Diamonds & Bates, 1988; Kern, 1989). In short, a complex text 
mainly focused on moving images and visual registers.

Such a reduction in the use of posters and TV ads could lead one to 
think of an electoral campaign characterized by a low volume of visual 
communication. The analysis of the communication made on Social 
Networks reveals that this was not the case.

the new Instruments of vIsual PolItIcal 
communIcatIon: vIsual cards and vIdeos

Next to the resizing of the traditional forms of visual propaganda, posters, 
and TV ads, the 2018 election campaign marked new uses of fixed and 
moving images that were produced in different formats and original styles. 
While there was a considerable production of visual political contents from 
below (audiences and citizens), this chapter only focuses on the official 
materials of propaganda, produced and disseminated through the official 
websites and social networks of the political parties and candidate. For the 
2018 general election, the Italian political parties and candidates produced 
a remarkable quantity of visual electoral materials, including visual cards.

By visual card, we refer to an ad published on the net and on social 
media, made up of a visual and/or a textual part. The visual cards, which 
therefore do not include photos and selfies, are similar to the traditional 
political posters, but they are characterized by different production rules, 
instant production, and being free. For these reasons, they were produced 
in large numbers and in different formats, expanding the number of tra-
ditional typologies and styles of the political posters. Given the great 
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quantity of visual cards produced and their wide variety of styles and mod-
els, a clear classification is difficult to achieve; however, it is possible to 
develop a typology of the common types.

The first type of visual card is the thematic card. For graphic style, visual 
structure, and prevalence of the political issues, these cards are the closest 
to the traditional multi-subject poster campaigns. Like these, the thematic 
card is organized in a series with the same graphic structure and visual set-
ting. Produced in great quantity, the thematic cards graphically character-
ized the social networks of the political parties and leaders providing a 
visual and graphical identity.

The second type is the agenda card used to announce campaign events, 
meetings, and presences on television programs. The structure of agenda 
cards is very simple, principally sharing the place, date, TV channel, image 
of the politician, and symbol of the political party. It was largely used by 
all political parties and candidates, with no remarkable differences between 
the various political parties in the visual styles, iconography, and lettering. 
The ideological differences across the political parties were not reflected in 
the graphics and visuals. The visual style of the agenda cards fits the mod-
ern advertising and communication codes, uses the most popular fonts, 
but it has not any political content, and the cards were perfectly 
interchangeable.

The third type is the program card. Many political parties produced a 
series of program cards to illustrate the main points of their political pro-
gram on the more crucial issues: economy, welfare, social services, educa-
tion, security, immigration, and so on. The idea was to break up the 
traditional political manifesto, generally a long document present in a dif-
ferent section of the website, into many small pills, which were easier to be 
taken. The use of the same graphic structure, and in some cases the pro-
gressive numbering of the program cards, made it possible to identify and 
relate them to each other. Despite the attempts of some political parties to 
use photos and images, in the program cards, the text took prevalence and 
the role of the visual was limited.

Another type is the statement card, of which the cards of Berlusconi 
and Renzi reproduced below are perfect examples of its visual contents 
and communicative strategies (Fig. 8.1). The statement cards are generally 
based on a phrase or declaration of a politician, reported with great empha-
sis, often in italics and quotation marks, along with their photo and signa-
ture. As the two cards clearly show, the importance of the declaration is 
strengthened by the presence and authority of the political leader who is 
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the main protagonist of the card. Also in the case of these two cards, it is 
worth emphasizing their extreme similarity, as if the models and the 
graphic formats were fixed and equally widespread among all the different 
political parties. The statement cards perfectly fit the logic and the speed 
of the net, allowing the politicians to intervene in the electoral debate in 
real time and, if the visual card is effective, to influence the current politi-
cal debate and media agenda. This kind of card, published on the websites 
and Facebook pages, is the equivalent of a Twitter tweet or a photo on 
Instagram.

The fifth type is the negative or comparative card, a difference that 
depends on the tone and communicative register. These cards involve 
attacking political opponents or subjecting them to a comparison. In both 
cases, the aim of these cards is to put the competitors in a bad light, 
 sometimes using irony and satire. Some of these cards are clearly inspired in 
their graphic styles and communicative registers by the spontaneous and 
user-generated materials available on the net. The less accurate graphics and 
an almost amateurish style give the impression of being grassroots products 
coming from the net, reinforcing their effectiveness. In some cases, the 
political parties took the cards spontaneously produced by supporters, ama-
teurs and citizens and posted them on their official party accounts.

Fig. 8.1 Statement cards with declarations: (on the left) Silvio Berlusconi © @
Forza_Italia Tweet, 10 February 2018, and (on the right) Matteo Renzi © Partito 
Democratico Facebook post, 5 February 2018
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Considering the visual cards produced by the political parties and lead-
ers, it emerges that none of them developed a visual vocabulary, distinct 
from the others. Despite the wide opportunities offered by the Internet 
and the low costs of production, Italian political parties and their leaders 
produced visual cards of good professional standards and high technical 
quality, but extremely traditional in creativity, lacking in originality and 
without developing specific visual or graphic languages connected to their 
political proposal. For practical and economic reasons, the images used 
often come from the same image banks, which are freely available on the 
net, with the consequences that the visual cards were similar and inter-
changeable among the different parties. The attention to the communica-
tive quality of the visual dimension and to its meanings is generally quite 
low. This trend carried over to some communicative incidents during the 
electoral campaign, as in the case of the series of visual cards of La Lega 
promoting the national rally “Prima gli italiani” (Italians first). While the 
text of these visual cards emphasized the Italian values and identity, rein-
forced by the image in the background of the Duomo di Milano, the most 
important monument and the church of the city, the images used showed 
people with clearly foreign traits. The photos used for the promotion of 
the rally “Italian first”, bought cheaply from an international images data-
base on the Internet, reproduced people who were blonde, tall, with light- 
colored eyes, and one of them even wore a busby. In fact, as immediately 
discovered and ridiculed on national and international social networks,2 
the models were from Eastern Europe. A visual accident is not of second-
ary relevance for a political party and a campaign in defense of Italian identity.

As regards the electoral videos produced for the web, which were 
mainly disseminated through social networks, there were two main trends. 
The first trend is their extensive use and diffusion among all the political 
parties without political distinctions. The sharp reduction of the budget, 
mentioned above, pushed all the Italian political parties to experiment 
with new forms of campaigning, with a clear preference for the cheapest 
ones. The second one is the great distance of these videos from the tradi-
tional political TV ads. The majority of the videos made for the 2018 

2 The investigation on the images was made by The Vision: http://thevision.com/attual-
ita/manifesti-prima-italiani-salvini/, and then reported by many international news websites 
and newspapers; see: http://eirus.net/4683-2/; https://www.20min.ch/ro/news/
monde/story/Le-manifeste%2D%2DLes-Italiens-d-abord%2D%2Dsans-Italiens-26436034; 
https://www.nouvelobs.com/monde/20180301.OBS2929/elections-en-italie-coalition-
populiste-grand-cafouillage-4-scenarios-possibles.html
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election campaign and posted on social networks are simple live footage, 
Facebook streamings, recorded speeches, and parts of TV programs. They 
are technically and narratively simple products, not elaborate, without 
scripts, video editing, directing, or soundtracks. This type of video, visu-
ally poor, was widely used by all parties. It was due to not only obvious 
technical reasons, such as lower costs and faster production times, but also 
communication reasons, for example, the greater immediacy and impact 
of this type of amateur video.

One type of these simple and low budget videos was the tutorial, a 
name that comes from the many and very popular instruction videos avail-
able online, normally called tutorial. All the main political parties pro-
duced videos designed to explain to the Italians how to vote under the 
new electoral law approved only a few months before the election. Without 
visual effects, the use of actors or elaborate storylines, in these videos the 
party leaders speak directly to their voters, in line with the traditional TV 
ad genre of talking-head.

More sophisticated videos, in the style of the traditional TV ads, were 
made by few political parties and to a much lesser extent when compared 
to the rest of their video production. The main examples in this sense are 
two videos produced for the Democratic Party by the well-known adver-
tising agency Proforma, which specializes in electoral campaigns.3 These 
two political ads tell, in the form of a sketch, the story of a typical Italian 
family of four grappling with the decision to vote. The first of the two, 
both made according to the rules and styles of commercial advertising, 
ends with the unexpected arrival of the Prime Minister and Secretary of 
the Democratic Party, Matteo Renzi, who riding a bicycle looks into the 
windows of the family’s car, advising them whom to vote for.

Returning to the main trends in the use of videos, the most active polit-
ical parties and leaders produced many of them every day, documenting 
and commenting on their electoral campaigns step by step, allowing peo-
ple to participate and follow them, if only virtually.

The video “Vinci Salvini” deserves a special mention. It was produced by 
the populist and sovereignist political party La Lega, led by Matteo Salvini, 
a party allied in the European Parliament with the French National Front, 
the German Alternative für Deutschland, and the Austrian Freiheitliche 

3 The two videos, as others mentioned below, are available at the Italian Archive of Political 
Ads-ASP) at these URL: http://www.archivispotpolitici.it/dettaglio.spot.php?idspot=834
&descrperc=POLITICHE%202018; http://www.archivispotpolitici.it/dettaglio.spot.php? 
idspot=833&descrperc=POLITICHE%202018
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Partei Österreichs, in the Europe of Nations and Freedom Group (ENF). 
Technically speaking, the video was very simple. A direct speech from 
Salvini recorded in a room, with only two frames and minimal editing—
Salvini in the foregrounds and Salvini in the background—with soft and 
non-preeminent background music.4

The originality of the video was in the idea of a contest among the mem-
bers of Salvini’s Facebook page, which numbered almost 3 million at that 
time. Users who first put “Like” to Salvini’s posts got points. The table of 
scores awarded 500 points for the first 10 likes, 250 points for those up to 
100, 200 points for the first 1000, and so on. The “daily winner” won a 
post with his photo posted on all of Lega’s social networks and a phone call 
with Salvini. The winners of the four weekly rankings won a meeting with 
Matteo Salvini himself and a video of that event was published on the 
Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and YouTube pages of the leader of Lega 
Nord. This mechanism exploited the rules of dissemination of the posts 
used by the algorithms of Facebook and so enormously expanded the 
engagement of the political communication of La Lega. In fact, the more 
“likes” one post obtains, the more it is shared by Facebook to the friend of 
that profile, a percentage that increases with the rapidity of the “likes”.

The very simple graphics and visual codes of the video recalled those of 
advertising, and the idea of a contest, with prizes among the most loyal 
followers, derives from the marketing loyalty strategies used by the main 
commercial brands. The leader is the prize in a game, just like a set of pots. 
Also for this, “Vinci Salvini” marked a step ahead in the direction of per-
sonalization and popularization of the Italian political leadership.

the new IconograPhIc and aesthetIc styles 
of the socIal leaders

The large circulation of images within social networks during the 2018 
Italian election campaign, and their new uses, showed the redefinition of 
some of the iconographic and aesthetic styles of political communication. 
Comparing the portraits of the leaders in the posters and the images 
posted by them on their social networks, the differences in visual registers 
and codes appear in all their evidence.

This is the case of two posters. The first of Giorgia Meloni, leader of the 
party Fratelli d’Italia, and the other of Beatrice Lorenzin, leader of Civica 

4 http://www.archivispotpolitici.it/dettaglio.spot.php?idspot=813
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Popolare. They were originally produced for billboards but, because of the 
economic reasons mentioned above, were mainly circulated online. In 
these images, the portraits of the two politicians are strongly modified and 
corrected, according to the aesthetic codes of advertising and the stars 
system. The smile, makeup, light, styling of their hair, background, every-
thing looked artificial and worked in the studio, with the result that their 
portraits are very distant from the leaders’ real appearance.

They represent the model of the charismatic or seductive leader, which 
was promoted on television in the 1980s and 1990s, and replaced the 
former successful model of the prestigious and authoritative leader 
(Krogstad, 2017; Schwartzenberg, 1977; Stanyer, 2013; Street, 2004). 
We are talking of a political visual strategy that, from the analysis of some 
of the portraits and selfies posted by the Italian political leaders during the 
2018 general election campaign, appears do not work anymore in the new 
online arena. The communicative goal of the dozens of images daily spread 
through Facebook and Twitter is no longer focused on the exaltation of 
the aesthetic aspects of the leaders.

Taking two images by Giorgia Meloni and Beatrice Lorenzin posted on 
Facebook and Twitter as examples (Fig. 8.2), we can see that they are both 
technically wrong, with bad light, poor perspective, and inaccurate fram-
ing. The selfies of Giorgia Meloni is taken too close to the subject, while 
the photo of Beatrice Lorenzin is taken from a high position looking 
downward, with the consequence that their portraits turn out to be dis-
torted. We are talking of macroscopic defects in the construction and in 
the grammar of the images, clearly perceivable by the leaders themselves. 
The fact is that unlike the visual strategy behind the construction of the 
seducer leader, the aim of these pictures is to present an “ordinary leader”, 
popular, simple, looking like us, with defects and imperfections included.

Analyzing these photos it is possible to affirm that the “ideal image” of 
the political leaders has changed in accordance with the new rhetorical 
registers of social media. This difference is particularly evident for female 
politicians, but not only for them.

Analysis of the many images posted by Salvini during the election cam-
paign highlights this change and dissonance in the visual registers of the 
political leaders. Also for the leader of the Lega, in fact, the difference 
between the visual strategy pursued in the official posters and on social 
networks is clearly evident. On Facebook and Twitter Salvini and his social 
media managers constantly emphasize informal behaviors and everyday 
life situations: the selfie with the paper crown, a present from his daughter 
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on his birthday, like an ordinary daddy; the photo in a storehouse of Parma 
hams during an electoral visit, wearing a plastic raincoat, like an ordinary 
tourist. Both behaviors and situations are unusual for a political leader and 
far from the traditional visual codes and iconographic vocabulary of poli-
tics. Both the paper crown and the plastic raincoat in a room full of hams 
contradict every idea of authoritativeness or seduction.

The affective storytelling infrastructure of social media platforms 
(Papacharissi, 2015) demands the leaders reduce the distance with the 
common people and to appear as much as possible like the voters, pushing 
them to profoundly redesign the aesthetics of their leadership, even as far 
as to promote forms of self-degradation. The trait of ordinariness demon-
strates the new roles and strategies of visual political communication in the 
modern digital era, characterized by the advent of a post-bureaucratic 
politics (Bimber, 2003), by the presence of an audience democracy 
(Manin, 1997), by the diffusion of new collective participation dynamics 
(Bennet & Segerberg, 2012; Dahlgren, 2013), and by the highly emo-
tional styles and registers of the “hate and love” politics (Chepernic & 
Novelli 2018; Novelli, 2017; Westen, 2008).

Fig. 8.2 © Giorgia Meloni Facebook post, 18 November 2017, and © Beatrice 
Lorenzin Tweet, 21 April 2018
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conclusIons

Within a wider process of transformation of the forms and instruments of 
political communication, the Italian 2018 general election campaign high-
lighted specific trends concerning the use and role of images in an era 
characterized by social media.

There is evidence of a clear redefinition of the instruments of visual 
political communication. Traditional tools, such as posters and TV ads, 
tend to be less used and progressively reduce their role and their commu-
nicative impact. At the origin of this decline, there are economic, legisla-
tive, and productive reasons, as well a change in the languages and styles 
of modern political communication. In addition, the television, which in 
recent years had been the main media of the political competition capable 
of imposing the agenda to the other media and the political actors, has 
reduced its role and suffered due to competition from the Internet.

In fact, there is evidence from the diffusion of new forms of visual com-
munication (like web cards and videos) that social networks are becoming 
the main environment for visual political communication. The web cards 
are characterized by a wide and almost daily production, the diffusion of 
well-defined typologies (agenda, program, statement, etc.) adopted by all 
the political parties, and a good qualitative level, which does not corre-
spond to great originality. Overall, the web card is a tool relatively new and 
formally still undefined, for which the question of whether and how it will 
evolve in the future remains open.

Unlike traditional political TV ads, videos are much simpler and more 
elementary in their construction. In many cases, they are just video 
 streaming or a live Facebook transmission. The obvious economic and 
productive reasons behind this choice combine with the search for lan-
guages and forms of interaction more direct and syntonic with the logic 
and speed of the social network.

On the whole, it is, therefore, possible to speak of a visual communica-
tion technically less sophisticated and elaborate, but no less effective.

On social networks, the Italian politicians promote a visual representa-
tion of themselves that goes far beyond the traditional ideas of personal-
ization and popularization of the leaders, in order to raise and strengthen 
the engagement with the audiences. By observing some of their photos 
and selfies, it seems that a process of self-degradation of the politicians is 
taking place, aimed to destroy every idea of authority, expertise, 
and prestige.
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On the one hand, this communication strategy particularly fits with 
some traits of the growing number of populist leaders. On the other hand, 
it is not restricted only to this political area but has also been adopted by 
politicians of various political colors.

In conclusion, the storytelling infrastructure of the social platforms 
promotes different uses and roles of visual communication, new visual 
representations of the leaders, and a redefinition of the forms and logics of 
interaction push them in the direction of further emotionalization of 
political communication.
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CHAPTER 9

The Visual Presidency of Donald Trump’s 
First Hundred Days: Political Image-Making 

and Digital Media

Ryan T. Strand and Dan Schill

When Donald Trump announced his campaign for the presidency in the 
summer of 2015, his effort became rooted in visual imagery. Trump—a 
wealthy businessman and celebrity host of The Apprentice for 14 years—
recognized the importance and utmost necessity of looking presidential 
on the campaign trail. Trump’s highly choreographed announcement 
took place in the opulent Trump Tower lobby and began with the future 
president and first lady grandly descending an escalator to cheering and 
adoring supporters (some of them apparently paid; see Bradley, 2017). 
The visuals communicated popularity, wealth, presence, celebrity, and 
strength, and the images were widely disseminated via live cable television 
hits and social media postings. Former Speaker of the House and Trump’s 
advisor Newt Gingrich (2017) noted the centrality of visual imagery in 
Trump’s announcement:

Trump understood that he was being covered live and the cameras weren’t 
going to turn away. So he forced the networks to cover him standing next to 
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his supermodel wife, slowly descending the escalator into the ornate lobby 
of a building that had his name on it. Think about the image of success this 
visual conveyed to most Americans. (p. 2)

Trump’s biographer Gwenda Blair summarized Trump’s approach: “The 
words don’t matter anymore. The pictures matter” (quoted in Kruse, 
2018, para. 8). From the Trump campaign’s start, visuals were primary, 
and words were secondary.

Paralleling the first day of his campaign, the first day of Trump’s presi-
dency was similarly concentrated on visuals when side-by-side images con-
trasting the scale of President Obama’s first inauguration crowd with the 
comparatively smaller size of Trump’s crowd lit up social media (including 
on the National Park Service Twitter account—see Fig. 9.1), where peo-
ple added commentary about the relative size of the crowd. This visual 
juxtaposition challenged Trump’s authority and made his inauguration 
appear subordinate to his predecessor’s swearing-in. The next day, the 
president admonished the “dishonest media” for showing pictures of 
empty spaces on the mall and sent White House press secretary Sean Spicer 

Fig. 9.1 “Compare the crowds: 2009 inauguration at left, 2017 inauguration at 
right.” @NatlParkService Retweet, January 20, 2017
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into the briefing room to spar with reporters and falsely claim that “This 
was the largest audience ever to witness an inauguration, period, both in 
person and around the globe” (see Kessler, 2017; Trotta, 2017). Notably, 
Spicer and the president himself reached out to the National Park Service 
and asked for pictures that appeared to depict more spectators in the 
crowd, resulting in the agency editing the images (Wallace, 2018). Just 
like with his campaign, visuals marked the Trump presidency from day one.

While all contemporary U.S. presidents consider visual communica-
tion, Trump’s is the first visual-first presidency where images are founda-
tional and indispensable. Politico senior staff writer Michael Kruse (2018) 
observed, “Trump is a habitual television watcher who thinks … in terms 
of building indelible imagery” (para. 3). Echoing this point, media 
reporter Jason Schwartz (2018) noted, “Trump is, of course, obsessed 
with television, and he manages no part of the government as obsessively 
as he manages his own image on the screen” (para. 15). Most presidents 
consider policy first and then develop targeted messages (including visu-
als) that inform, persuade, and motivate citizens. Trump begins with the 
visuals and picks policies that bolster the imagery or ignores policy alto-
gether. Longtime Trump political advisor Roger Stone (2018) confirmed 
this approach: “How you look is more important than how you sound. 
How you come across is more important than the words you use” (cited 
in Kruse, para. 6).

Trump does not leave the visual image-making to communication staff; 
he personally focuses on pictures and stagecraft. According to reporter 
Glenn Thrush (2016): “Trump never has walked off a set and said, ‘how 
did I sound?’ All he wants to know is how he looks. The visuals for Trump 
are key” (27:33). Journalist Chuck Todd reported that Trump wants to 
see what he looks like in TV interviews. “He will watch the whole thing 
on mute,” Todd said (cited in Thrush, 2016, 27:50). In campaign-trail 
rallies, Trump would rhetorically ask the crowd questions such as “Do I 
look like a president? How handsome am I, right?” and “I think I look real 
good. I mean, I think I look like a president” (quoted in Diamond, 2016, 
paras. 2, 12). Additionally, while past presidents have viewed grip-and- 
grin sessions as a necessary evil, Trump delights in the Oval Office photo 
op, spending several minutes per sitting, taking variations of a photo with 
a single group, and inspecting the photos for details like the correct light-
ing (Dawsey, 2017). Similarly, Republican media consultant Larry 
Weitzner, who crafted Trump’s 2016 TV message, said that Trump wanted 
high-energy, high-impact ads that were not boring and that communi-
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cated the idea that the Trump campaign was a movement: “Mr. Trump is 
also a pro when it comes to production and lighting. We had to make sure 
lighting and set-ups were perfect on production shoots” (quoted in 
Cillizza, 2016, para. 5). President Trump extends his need for strong visu-
als to his staff as well, hiring people who “look and play the part” and 
complimenting his staff for looking like they came “straight out of Central 
Casting” (quoted in Allen, 2018).

Red “Make America Great Again” (MAGA) hats, firm thumbs-up ges-
tures from the showman himself, and packed rallies across the country 
marked a shift in political discourse that would decimate the other 
Republicans vying for the nomination who largely adhered to traditional 
forms of communication. There is little debate that Trump dominated 
media coverage throughout the election (Oates & Moe, 2018). Much of 
this attention was brought on by an unending cascade of tweets from the 
@realDonaldTrump account, which relentlessly attacked a variety of politi-
cal and social figures and promoted the Donald Trump brand. Trump 
most readily used Twitter to “hurl insults at his opponents and take on the 
mainstream media when they disagreed with him” (Schill & Hendricks, 
2018, p. 13). Social media proved to be an invaluable tool of the Trump 
campaign and is evidence that its proliferation in mainstream politics is 
designating a new communicative norm of engagement (Katz, Barris, & 
Jain, 2013; Stieglitz & Dang-Xuan, 2013).

The purpose of this chapter is to examine how Trump used visual com-
munication and political image-making on social media in the first 100 days 
of his presidency. The first 100 days in a presidency are important because 
they set the tone for a new commander-in-chief’s administration. Images 
drawn from social and digital media are relevant because they represent 
the administration’s primary means of communication. Political image- 
making strategies and crafted social media posts are a principal element of 
this structure and are vital to understanding President Trump’s first years 
in office. Trump himself is a prolific Twitter user with tens of millions of 
followers across his social media accounts, and additionally, visual content 
is distributed on administration and staff accounts. As Trump himself told 
journalist Maria Bartiromo, “I doubt I would be here if it weren’t for 
social media, to be honest with you” (quoted in McCaskill, 2017, para. 2). 
The chapter begins with a review of the communicative functions of visual 
symbols in politics, moves to an analysis of imagery in the early Trump 
presidency, and concludes with a discussion of how Trump is expanding 
our understanding of visual politics.
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Visual Political communication

Previous research on visuals in political contexts has shown that imagery 
created by politicians and agencies serves as a central component of politi-
cal communication (Schill, 2012) but also remains one of the least under-
stood areas. Grabe and Bucy (2009) alongside other scholars have noticed 
“a dearth of visual analysis in an era of increasing media reliance” prompt-
ing “a small chorus of scholars to call for more research on the visual 
component” of modern politics (p. 6). These calls have been recognized 
by communication scholars and there is increasing research into this criti-
cal sector of political communication, such as this book.

In his overview of research in this area, Schill (2012) grouped findings 
into ten recognized functions of visuals in politics: visuals serving an argu-
mentative function, an agenda-setting function, dramatizing policy, aiding 
in emotional appeals, serving an image-building function, creating identi-
fication, connecting to societal symbols, transporting the audience, and 
providing ambiguity. Further research has similarly found that the incor-
poration of visuals into political communication draws forth increased 
audience attention and that the “framing of visual news coverage can 
influence audience interpretation of the news, especially in the political 
context” (Dahmen & Coyle, 2017, p. 441). Scholars are still making sense 
of considerable changes to political communication in the past decade 
with the incorporation of new mediums in an increasingly connected and 
pictorial digital world. Research by Joo, Li, Steen, and Zhu (2014), for 
example, used computer vision to identify nine dimensions of persuasive 
intent latent in images of politicians, such as social dominance, trustwor-
thiness, and competence.

Broadly speaking, political communication itself has witnessed a sub-
stantial change in normative expectations and engagement with the intro-
duction of recent technology (Chadwick, 2013; Katz et al., 2013). Such 
disruption has been met by fundamental shifts in the way that American 
citizens access and process their political news. The Pew Research Center 
focused on media and the 2016 presidential election, finding that “91% of 
adults in America acquire political news in a given week, but that informa-
tion sources were scattered across 11 distinct types of media” (Gottfried, 
Barthel, Shearer, & Mitchell, 2016, para. 1). This variance in information 
sources was marked by 35% of 18–29-year-olds and 15% of 30–49-year- 
olds receiving a majority of election information from social media. More 
recently, Pew found that in 2018, 69% of U.S. adults use at least one social 
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media site, a statistic which has risen with each passing presidential elec-
tion (para. 2). In short, the old influence of hierarchy has been shattered, 
replaced by a “new mosaic of influence in which social media play a grow-
ing role” (Powers, 2016, para. 7).

Paralleling how voters have turned to social media as a source for politi-
cal information, visual communication scholars have turned their atten-
tion to visual persuasion online. Social and digital media dominate in the 
digital age of political communication. Recent research—such as the other 
chapters in this book—highlights how new mediums are digitally connect-
ing politicians to their constituents, largely bypassing traditional media 
sources for image building and documentation.

These changes in the media-politics ecosystem are not only relevant for 
coverage of political campaigns; the trends also apply for governmental 
communication by the resulting administrations (Katz et al., 2013; Losh, 
2012). The vast majority of research on visuals in politics, however, has 
been centered on understanding communication during political elections 
and analyzing the visual rhetoric of campaigns (e.g., Bucy & Dumitrescu, 
2016; Enli & Skogerbø, 2013; Muñoz & Towner, 2017) and there 
remains a paucity of research into nonverbal and visual communication of 
the executive branch outside of campaigns. Understanding the purpose 
and use of digital media by politicians is critical as it has become an 
entrenched form of communication that will remain relevant for the study 
of messaging in both presidential campaigns and administrations.

Research in this area has documented the watchdog function of visual 
journalists and found that the presence of reporters acting as the eyes of 
the public has readily been replaced by official releases from the White 
House and a distinctly incomplete narrative which undoubtedly portrays 
the commander-in-chief in a desirable light (Dahmen & Coyle, 2017). 
Photos on social media sites such as Instagram function as visual press 
releases where newsmakers disseminate flattering selfies, seemingly 
impromptu images designed to reveal the candid selves of politicians just 
as families share holiday greetings (Schwarz, 2018). While many thought 
the use of social media by politicians and presidential administrations 
would increase openness and public access, its growth has led to less trans-
parency. Under the Obama administration, for example, despite state-
ments by the president striving for “an unprecedented level of openness in 
government,” visual access to the president was stringently limited and 
replaced by steady streams of official photo releases (Dahmen & Coyle, 
2017, p. 440).
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The Trump administration continued this trend of visual branding 
through social media. Specifically, the multitude of visuals offered through 
the official White House social media accounts serves a function of pro-
moting identification, authority, and legitimacy of Donald Trump as presi-
dent. As a candidate with a victory “generally unexpected by most analysts” 
(Oates & Moe, 2018, p. 209), Trump and his team used official presiden-
tial social media as an image-making tool to represent legitimacy by high-
lighting the administration as successful and well-liked by government 
elites in Washington (Shaw, 2017). By using digital media as a forum for 
carefully regulated visual press releases, the administration has been able to 
utilize image-making by carefully presenting “a controlled viewpoint that 
will only present the president in the best of lights” (Dahmen & Coyle, 
2017, p. 445).

Scholars have already begun studying Trump’s visual communication 
and the multitude of posts featured on his social media platforms. Russell 
Scott Chun (2018), for instance, examined the first 100  days images 
released by the White House on Flickr, the photo-sharing site. Based on 
Kenneth Burke’s dramatistic pentad, Chun found that the Trump admin-
istration’s visual narrative echoed campaign rhetoric with allusions to 
authoritarian tropes, the singularity of President Trump, and visual claims 
of widespread popularity. This chapter extends Chun’s findings through a 
similar qualitative analysis of images on Twitter and Facebook, which is 
detailed in the next section.

method

The present study is a grounded, qualitative study of visuals on President 
Donald Trump’s most-followed social media services. All images collected 
and analyzed were found natively on Facebook and Twitter on the 
“Donald Trump” and @realDonaldTrump pages, respectively. These two 
digital media sources were selected for their large following and a high 
degree of user engagement, with Trump amassing 50.4 million Twitter 
followers and 24.5 million Facebook followers as of April 2018. All directly 
posted pictorial elements shared between January 20, 2017, (Inauguration 
Day) and April 29, 2017, (100th day) on both platforms were individually 
screenshotted and collected in their original sequence. The images 
(N = 254 from Facebook and N = 68 from Twitter) were inductively ana-
lyzed using qualitative thematic analysis to identify common themes 
among the images (see Chun, 2018). Grounded by Schill’s (2012) 
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 functions, both authors independently analyzed the images using the con-
stant comparative method and identified common thematic and visual ele-
ments that were compiled across the sample of photos (see Lindlof & 
Taylor, 2019). The authors then compared their analyses, looking for 
areas of agreement and divergence. Thematic saturation was achieved in 
the second round of coding as no new themes or categories were observed 
in the data and all variation was accounted for and understood. The themes 
are described and discussed in the next section.

Results

Ten visual tactics were used most commonly in Trump’s visual presenta-
tion on social media: President Trump seated at desk/table, text overlaid 
across an image, signing a document, foreign leader, people clapping, lin-
ear perspective framing, “Make America Great Again,” Trump alone with 
a quote, direct Twitter repost, and military/veterans (see Table  9.1). 
Making up a significant portion of the coded images (96 of the 322 arti-
facts analyzed) were visuals of President Trump seated at a desk or table in 
a variety of perspectives, sizes, and locations. While many photos featured 

Table 9.1 Frequency of visual communication tactics from Donald Trump’s 
Facebook and Twitter accounts over the first 100 days of the Trump presidency

Facebook Twitter

N Percentage of images 
with tactic

N Percentage of images 
with tactic

Desk/table (directly seated) 51 20.07 45 66.17
Text overlaid image 92 36.22 30 44.12
Signing a document 21 8.30 12 17.60
Foreign leader 22 8.60 6 8.82
People clapping 17 6.69 2 2.94
Linear perspective framing 25 9.84 27 39.70
“Make America Great Again” 56 22.05 3 4.41
Trump alone with quote 56 22.05 0 0
Direct Twitter repost 35 13.78 0 0
Military/veterans 15 5.90 3 4.41

Note: A total of 254 images and 68 images were posted on the Donald J. Trump Facebook account and 
@realDonaldTrump Twitter account, respectively, from January 20, 2017, (Inauguration Day) and April 
29, 2017 (100th day)
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the famous Resolute desk, other visuals included miniature desks with an 
oversized presidential seal (see Fig. 9.2, Image C), tables set up at the 
Eisenhower Executive Office Building, and other desks in the White 
House. Included in many of these images are instances of the president 
signing documents, including numerous examples highlighting executive 
orders being signed (see Fig. 9.2, Image A). From the 322 visuals cap-
tured, 33 pictures documented these signing ceremonies, often depicting 
a considerable crowd of White House officials or cabinet members located 
behind the president.

Relatedly, 52 of the 322 visuals used linear perspective to feature pho-
tographs of large groups of people surrounding Trump seated as a central 
figure. In these photos, Trump is prominent and a strong focal point with 
all visual lines converging to the centered Trump. Just as a depiction of 
Jesus Christ was centralized in Leonardo da Vinci’s Last Supper fresco, 

Fig. 9.2 @realDonaldTrump Twitter posts exemplifying “signing a document,” 
“foreign leader,” “people clapping,” and “linear perspective framing” visual com-
munication tactics. Image A: March 13, 2017; Image B: February 13, 2017; 
Image C: April 19, 2017; Image D: April 13, 2017
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President Trump is an important part of these pictures as the single van-
ishing point while seated in the middle. A notable instance of this can be 
seen in Fig. 9.2, Image D where President Trump is centered in a staged 
gathering of firefighters accompanying U.S. Department of Transportation 
Cabinet Secretary Elaine Chao. As discussed later in this chapter, this tac-
tic was found to serve a critical role at centralizing and legitimizing 
President Trump as a figure of authority and importance in these posts.

Overlaid text on images was the most commonly used nonphotographic 
element. Specifically, 37.88% of the total posts (122 of 322 images) con-
tained a textual element of some kind over the main visual. This overlaid 
text served specific uses on Facebook, where it was used to display Twitter 
text reposts, identified as “Direct Twitter Reposts” and images of President 
Trump as a lone figure with a quote, labeled as “Trump Alone With 
Quote” (Images C and D in Fig. 9.3 are examples of both tactics). Four 
exemplars of text overlaid onto images and reposting tweets on Facebook 
can be seen in Fig. 9.3. These posts served as a unifying tactic to increase 
branding consistency by linking different social media accounts. Many of 
the quotes came from outside sources, such as Fox News and Fox Business, 
allowing Trump to use third-party validators and to share favorable busi-
ness indicators. Image B in Fig. 9.3 represents an instance in which eco-
nomic data were supported with bold text, a background picture of an 

Fig. 9.3 Donald Trump Facebook posts exemplifying “text overlaid” and “direct 
Twitter reposts” visual communication tactics. Image A: March 28, 2017; Image 
B: March 10, 2017; Image C: April 21, 2017; Image D: March 10, 2017
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American flag and a poised President Trump looking into the distance. In 
such cases, text and image reinforced each other, amplifying and empha-
sizing the message.

Images featuring specific instances of people and actions surrounding 
the president were an additional theme. This included the presence of 
military/veterans (5.6% of images) and foreign leaders (8.7% of images). 
Image B in Fig. 9.2 demonstrates both a military-coded and a foreign- 
leader- coded image, in which Trump was depicted embracing Canadian 
Prime Minister Justin Trudeau next to a flag-holding service member 
during a White House visit. In terms of actions, the people were fre-
quently depicted clapping. Out of the 322 images on both Facebook 
and Twitter, roughly 6% of all visuals were devoted to photos of people 
(and sometimes Trump himself) clapping at pictured actions (e.g., 
Fig.  9.2, Image C). The last major theme that emerged was “Make 
America Great Again”. This visual tactic included instances of the 
Trump/Pence MAGA logo, MAGA apparel, and signs at rallies (such as 
Fig. 9.3, Image A). MAGA imagery was included in just over 4% of pic-
tures on Twitter in the first 100 days, but more notably in more than 
22% of Facebook posts.

Clearly, political messaging has evolved over the past several presiden-
tial elections and these changes are evident in official communication from 
the White House. While President Donald Trump has long been a prolific 
and well-documented Twitter user, messaging from the White House 
through its social media feeds primarily employs the use of targeted visuals 
in its Facebook and Twitter feeds. Both platforms have provided an ample 
audience for the president to reach tens of millions of followers with 
direct, targeted messaging and then, in turn, have this communication 
receive national coverage through traditional media sources.

discussion: Visual image Building and legitimacy

From frequent scrum photos of the president holding up signed executive 
orders in the Oval Office to images of the president energetically sitting 
behind the wheel of a Mack truck parked outside his back door to a cere-
mony honoring Navajo Code Talkers under the gaze of an Andrew Jackson 
portrait, like previous administrations, visuals have been central to Donald 
Trump’s presidency. Based on a careful examination of Trump’s visual 
communication on social media during his first 100 days in office, two 
notable points of discussion emerge: Trump deployed images on social 
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media to (1) build an image based on success, power, and leadership and 
(2) legitimize his new administration.

Trump’s Visual Image

If you only viewed Trump’s first 100 days in office through the lens of his 
social media accounts, a clear perception is created of a strong, successful, 
and likable president in control of his administration. Presidential messag-
ing has been found to work to “visually simplify complex political issues, 
narratively interpret presidential agendas, synoptically reify presidential 
personae, and construct or mystify political realities” (Erickson, 1998, 
p. 141), and the Trump administration’s use of visuals in 2017 was indica-
tive of these patterns. In short, Trump’s visuals simplified issues (if issues 
were present at all), narratively conveyed his agenda, and constructed a 
political identity and, indeed, a new political reality. Through clearly stra-
tegic—but occasionally faltering—image building, Trump and his White 
House team crafted visuals of a successful new President making good use 
of his time in office. From a review of the images, clear rules were evident: 
branding was constant, success was documented, Trump was center, 
prideful supporters were featured, and visual messages were reinforced 
through text. Trump follows in a long line of contemporary presidents—
notably Richard Nixon, Ronald Reagan, and George W.  Bush—who 
employed visuals to drive a narrative, garner news media coverage, and 
construct political images. As Schill (2009) asserted, visuals are “universal 
and ubiquitous in political communication” (p. 28). The case study in this 
chapter, therefore, confirms and renews previous understandings of visual 
image-making.

Much of Trump’s presidency has been concerned with optics—about 
communicating both popularity and success. Visits from a wide-ranging 
group of foreign dignitaries complemented an entire cast of all-American 
figures (from firefighters to small business owners to a Florida high school 
marching band). To a viewer of Trump’s Facebook and Twitter accounts, 
seemingly all of America supported the president and had stopped by the 
White House for a visit. Images were constructed to document things get-
ting done: signing documents, working late into the night, and constantly 
meeting with his cabinet and interest groups. These photos and moments 
likely felt authentic to the average social media consumer and for Trump’s 
most ardent supporters, thrilling examples of work being done and prom-
ises being kept. These visuals functioned to prominently feature a presi-
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dent and administration with power, prowess, and control—all things that 
the legacy media reported were lacking in the White House.

Trump himself was the principal subject in nearly every photo analyzed. 
Additionally, photos often employed a linear perspective to depict 
President Trump surrounded by onlookers in a Last Supper–like pose (See 
Fig. 9.2, Image D). As presidential historian Douglas Brinkley observed: 
“In the way he does the photos, he’s a star in every one” (quoted in 
Dawsey, 2017, para. 20). Trump perfected this stagecraft on reality televi-
sion and these images evoke the boardroom set of The Apprentice. 
Implementing compositional techniques of the High Renaissance, these 
images give Trump authority—his chair is noticeably taller than all oth-
ers—and let him be in charge. “They let him bask in praise. They show 
him sitting up straight, crossing his arms, attempting to convey with his 
stern face a no-nonsense strength,” noted Kruse (2018, para. 13). Further, 
Thrush and Haberman (2017) argue that toughness is the most important 
attribute Trump has sought to project: “he wanted to look dour, and 
vetoed any campaign imagery that so much as hinted at weakness, aides 
said. Which is why every self-selected snapshot—down to the squinty-eyed 
scowl attached to his Twitter account—features a tough-guy sourpuss” 
(para. 14). Trump conceptualizes leadership as strength and communi-
cates this authority nonverbally and visually. This supports Chun’s (2018) 
finding that “the Trump White House evokes the image of power and 
authority through the selection and presentation of staged photo ops that 
allow him to be in command of his surroundings” (pp. 28–29).

Trump’s visual-centric approach was honed over decades in the public 
eye and years in reality television. His iconic brand was an equal part of 
business suits, deal-making, power scowls, and gold-plated opulence. Katy 
Tur (2018) described Trump’s history with visual branding:

Donald Trump’s whole life has been about creating an image of success. 
Image matters more than anything else. Trump hasn’t built buildings in a 
long time. He puts his name on them. He brands them. It’s the image he 
sells. Its why so many of those buildings have brass polished to look like 
gold. Image is everything. He wants to appear strong. (para 1)

As this chapter shows, Trump transposed this success-power-strong per-
sona from the world of business and reality television to the White House. 
The essential parts remained the same and were transferred to the not dis-
similar context of politics.
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Also notable is what is not in the visual record. Trump was rarely 
depicted with family or in personal settings. The Trump administration 
limited access to Trump’s golf outings and, of course, no images were 
provided of Trump watching television during “executive time” in the 
White House residence. Of course, no leader would distribute unflattering 
images, but Trump has shown no interest in “humanizing” visuals in his 
first 100 days. For example, nearly all past presidents used animals, espe-
cially dogs, to show their softer side, but Trump has shown no interest in 
a White House pet. Similarly, most presidents attempted to connect with 
citizens via visual plain folks appeals: Reagan and George W. Bush invited 
cameras to film them cut wood and clear brush, Bill Clinton was fond of 
McDonald’s stops and sweaty jogging outings, and Barack Obama peri-
odically left the White House for fast food outings at Starbucks, Chipotle, 
and Ray’s Hell Burger (see Schill, 2009). Trump, on the other hand, has 
only his “strong businessman” and “authentic outsider” image.

His frequent signing ceremonies became a well-choreographed genre 
all their own. Trump would be seated at a small desk surrounded by his 
cabinet or interest group members impacted by the order. He would then 
sign the executive order in his bold and visually striking signature and 
display the document for the camera, swiveling side to side and smiling to 
the reporters in the room. Then, in a moment of unison, the supporters 
would clap and then quickly disperse away from the president’s desk qui-
etly. Trump managed to “give a requisite, mostly static scene from any 
modern presidency a more kinetic, compelling ‘look all his own’” (Kruse, 
2018, para. 12). While clearly staged, the moment effectively used pho-
tography to frame the event in a distinctly favorable manner and share it 
to millions of followers on social media.

Authority and emphasis were also generated through the strategic use 
of text and the cross-posting of images on both Twitter and Facebook. 
Photos of Trump alone with a quote superimposed over the image repre-
sented nearly a quarter of all images posted to Facebook. At the 2016 
Republican National Convention, Trump declared that “I alone can fix it” 
and Trump’s visual messaging underlined the singularity of the president 
through this type of post. Many of these Facebook photos were reposts of 
tweets from the @realDonaldTrump Twitter account. For Trump, Twitter 
was the main online information channel (Enli, 2017) and Twitter’s inter-
media agenda-setting effect is observed with Trump’s Twitter account 
 setting the agenda for his Facebook page. Duplicating messages on 
Facebook allowed Trump to expand his audience reach and scale across 
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communication channels with minimal cost and effort. Further, when one 
tweak of a service’s algorithm can devastate your outreach, it is strategic to 
spread your communication across multiple platforms (Thompson, 2018). 
Twitter and Facebook are only two parts of an increasingly complex media 
ecology characterized by interdependency and interplaying influences 
(Jungherr, 2016).

In contrast to the highly polished and artful images in the previous 
administration, numerous photos analyzed within the first 100 days were 
out of focus, overexposed, or displayed strange framing and composition 
(see also Shaw, 2017). Just as Trump’s staff-written Twitter posts feature 
purposefully bad grammar and syntax errors, the visuals on social media 
are occasionally crafted with a distinct element of clumsiness (Linskey, 
2018). For example, text at times would dominate an image and over-
shadow President Trump (see Fig. 9.2, Image A). This seemingly amateur 
communication in White House digital posts was also identified by Chun 
(2018), “the anti-design approach in the White House Flickr album is a 
framing strategy to avoid any ‘artsy’ affectation” and “is a reversal of the 
systematic, thoughtful, and rigorous design efforts of the Obama 
Presidency and campaign” (p.  34). Trump’s “amateurish yet authentic 
style in social media points towards de-professionalization and even ama-
teurism as a counter-trend in political communication” (Enli, 2017, 
p. 50). For Trump, kludgy photography communicates authenticity.

Trump’s Visual Legitimization

In all forms of government, leaders must create legitimacy, the perception 
that they have the right and justification to exercise power (Buchanan, 
2002). John Locke famously asserted that political legitimacy derives from 
the consent of the governed. This analysis finds that one aspect of estab-
lishing legitimacy in contemporary democracies is via visual legitimization 
(see also Max Weber’s [1968] concept of charismatic authority).

Like former president George W. Bush sought to legitimize his image 
as commander-in-chief in military efforts in Iraq (Shepherd, 2008), 
Trump looked to visuals to testify to his firm control over political matters. 
Few presidents have had more to prove in a short amount of time and have 
faced attacks from so many political pundits, political groups, and even 
politicians from his own party. Trump did not win the popular vote and 
many Americans questioned the role of foreign interference in Trump’s 
electoral success. For an administration under unceasing attack, the visuals 
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released on White House social media feeds and Trump’s personal 
accounts served as a safe harbor for positive coverage frequently lacking in 
mainstream media.

Moreover, Trump was not a traditional politician and was not expected 
to win. He needed to quickly build authority. This is why Trump was so 
concerned with pictures of his inaugural crowd. The shadow of the elec-
tion loomed over his first 100 days. Prior to any policy decisions, Trump 
began by looking the part of a president. And the images on Facebook and 
Twitter allowed Trump to quickly embody the symbolic and practical 
duties of America’s top executive. For the government to function, it is 
important that the citizenry have confidence in the competence of the 
new occupant of the Oval Office, and visuals can partially invite national 
acceptance of a new president. The issue is not the truth, but legitimacy, 
and legitimacy is a core function of visual communication in political con-
texts. In his book on understanding Trump, Newt Gingrich (2017) argued 
that “Visuals matter more than words. Style matters more than conven-
tion. The overall impression matters more than the details” (p. 2). While 
many Americans might never accept the legitimacy of a Trump presidency 
(see Azari, 2018; Frum, 2018), the overall impression created by visuals 
on Trump’s social media accounts was of a leader in command.

conclusion

Social media and digital interaction with citizens and the public have 
become a centerpiece and primary means of communication for the Trump 
presidency. A nearly complete circumvention of legacy media control has 
led Trump officials and the president himself to operate in a “dynamic 
news environment that is no longer defined by the traditional gatekeepers 
of journalism and politicians” (Oates & Moe, 2018, p. 212). Direct com-
munication with the public through social media has cemented political 
communication into a new era of visual political communication and has 
largely created moments of unprecedented openness and disregard for 
previous “rules” of integration.

As noted by Schill (2012), “Images clearly play a foundational role in 
the political communication process. Newsmakers not only consider their 
words, they also consider the messages they are communicating visually–
they are constructing image bites” (p. 127). The expanding reach of social 
media across an ever-widening network of platforms has provided oppor-
tunities for snippets of visuals to be communicated in a realm separate 
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from legacy media. Social media creates a new dimension to the traditional 
process of political communication by means of televised broadcast: “can-
didates now have a direct means by which to communicate with the voting 
public” (Dahmen, 2016, p. 175). This evolution in the transmission of 
messages has revolutionized the long-held tradition of politicians’ depen-
dence on media outlets both during and after their campaigns. This has 
given strategists the ability to “put an image in a voter’s mind directly 
through social media channels without the traditional news media as a fil-
ter or gatekeeper” (Dahmen, 2016, p. 176). The Trump administration’s 
use of social media and visual communication evolved after its first 
100 days—both in terms of messages delivered and tactics deployed—but 
one thing is certain: visuals remained central and critical.
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CHAPTER 10

Greek Political Leaders on Instagram: 
Between “Soft” and “Hard” Personalization

Stamatis Poulakidakos and Iliana Giannouli

Politics and Personalization

Personalization has always been a feature of politics (Balmas & Sheafer, 
2015, p. 3), but as many scholars agree, it seems to have been gaining 
momentum in recent decades (Balmas, Rahat, Sheafer, & Shenhav, 2014, 
p.  37). Political personalization denotes a process in which “politicians 
become the main anchor of interpretations and evaluations” in the politi-
cal field (Reinemann & Wilke, 2007, p. 101) or as Karvonen puts it “the 
core of the personalization hypothesis is the notion that individual politi-
cal actors have become more prominent at the expense of parties and col-
lective identities” (2010, p. 4).

This increase in the personalization of politics can be attributed to sev-
eral factors: The ethos of modernity posits a shift from social embedded-
ness toward individuality (Accetti & Wolkenstein, 2017, p. 99), which in 
the political scene can also be translated into a decline in party identifica-
tion and partisanship (Boumans, Boomgaarden, & Vliegenthart, 2013, 
p.  198; Holtz-Bacha, Langer, & Merkle, 2014, p.  154). The fact that 
opposing parties hold no substantial differences in their political programs 
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anymore, since they orientate their political discourse to more pragmatic 
platforms with the aim to attract a larger part of the electorate, has given 
rise to individualized political choices (Caprara & Zimbardo, 2004). In 
other words, the fact that party identification is not anymore a crucial fac-
tor for the voters’ political choice suggests that political preferences are 
based upon voters’ likes and dislikes and on their personal concerns 
(Caprara, 2007, p. 154). Τhe “me generation”, which should be seen as 
the aftermath of the social fragmentation and the weakening of group 
loyalties, has inaugurated “an era of personalized politics in which indi-
vidual expression displaces collective action frames in the embrace of polit-
ical causes” (Bennett, 2012, p. 37).

As a result, political candidates try to convey an image of themselves 
that fits to voters’ expectations. Even political parties “strategically” 
choose to “market” their political program through candidates that hold 
a familiar personality to a particular constituency (McAllister, 2007, 
p.  580). Therefore, the increased attention to politicians as individuals 
implies that “they don’t only act more often as spokespersons for their 
respective parties, but also that they embody the party brand through 
their personal life and personality” (Olsson, 2017, p.  100). Politicians 
should learn to speak the “language of personality”, a term used by 
Caprara and Zimbardo (2004, p.  584) in order to denote the process 
whereby politicians become skillful in identifying and presenting those 
personality traits that are most appreciated by certain voters.

In addition, modern media and particularly TV, considered as the ideal 
vehicle for the political information that puts the political candidate in the 
forefront, are obsessed with elites and apply a fragmented approach to 
complex political procedures, a process known in literature as mediatiza-
tion of politics (Mazzoleni & Schulz, 1999). In other words, since the 
media are the main arena where political competition takes place, politi-
cians have to adjust their “political logic” to the “media logic”, in order to 
survive politically (Balmas & Sheafer, 2015, p. 4). As Garzia (2017) sug-
gests, “the inner logic of televised political communication”, as well as the 
establishment of TV as the major source of political information, have 
been blamed for the significance that personality evaluations hold in vot-
ers’ minds. In the same vein, van Zoonen refers to the power of “celebrity 
politics” and points out how the contemporary political citizenship cur-
rently consists of an amalgam of political, cultural and personal concerns 
(2006, p. 299).

From the above, it becomes apparent that personalization should be 
conceived as the result of a set of interrelated factors (Bjerling, 2012, 

 S. POULAKIDAKOS AND I. GIANNOULI



189

p. 51) and that the notion of personalization can be used in relation to 
voters’ and politicians’ behavior, as well as to the media coverage of poli-
tics (van Aelst, Sheafer, & Stanyer, 2011). According to Rahat and 
Sheafer’s (2007) typology, we can distinguish between three general types 
(or areas) of political personalization—institutional, media and behav-
ioral—even though Adam and Maier (2010, p. 231) conclude that there 
is only one area of politics with plenty of evidence for the personalization 
thesis—media coverage.

The operationalization of personalization seems to be a demanding task 
since there is no consensus on the exact definition (Adam & Maier, 2010, 
p. 216). Van Aelst et al. (2011, p. 206) suggest that personalization in the 
media landscape comprises two dimensions: “individualization”, a term 
that describes a process where “individual politicians have become more 
central in media coverage, while parties and government institutions have 
become less relevant”, and “privatization”, which implies “a shift in media 
focus from the politician as occupier of a public role to the politician as a 
private individual, as a person distinct from their public role” (2011, p. 214).

Privatization can be further analyzed to two distinct sub-dimensions 
based on whether the media focus is on the “personal characteristics” or 
the “personal life” of the politician (van Aelst et  al., 2011, p.  207). 
According to Jebril, Albaek and de Vreese (2013, p. 107), privatization 
denotes a “shift in journalism towards covering the private rather than the 
public side of politicians” and can be associated to strategic game coverage 
in the news, in the sense that media focuses on the personal traits of the 
political candidates rather than the party’s political platform. In the same 
vein, Langer speaks of the “politicization of private persona” referring to 
an increased importance “not just of leaders or of their leadership quali-
ties, but of leaders as persons, as ‘human beings’” (2010, p. 61).

Bjerling (2012, pp.  78–79) proposes a three-dimensional analytical 
model for studying personalization, consisting of (1) personification, 
that echoes van Aelst, Sheafer and Stanyer’s typology (2011) of individu-
alization, (2) orientation toward personae and (3) intimization. 
“Orientation towards personae” is used to denote “increased attention 
to inner traits” (e.g. competence and personality), while “intimisation 
denotes increased attention to outer attributes” (e.g. hobbies, clothes, 
marital statuses and personal styles). Whereas inner traits are “truly” per-
sonal (as they reside within a certain individual), outer attributes are less 
so (as they appear in an actor’s environment—or personal sphere—rather 
than within him or her as a “physical entity”). Finally, according to van 
Aelst, Sheafer and Stanyer’s typology, the “private life index” consists of 
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four elements: (1) coverage of the family, (2) past life and upbringing, 
(3) leisure time and (4) love life (2011, pp. 213–214).

From the above overview it should have become apparent that most 
researchers identify two quite distinct aspects of personalization; on the 
one hand, the “hard side” of personalization, which refers to a stronger 
focus on politicians at the expense of parties, and on the other hand, there 
is a “soft side” of personalization, which goes beyond the visibility of the 
individual and stresses on the increased importance of personal traits and 
qualities that become more relevant and salient to the voters’ evaluations 
of politicians’ performance (Adam & Maier, 2010, p. 216; Bjerling, 2012, 
p. 45; Holtz-Bacha et al., 2014, p. 156).

Langer (2010, pp. 61–62) believes that the emphasis on the personal in 
“dealigned mediated democracies”, where a single politician can use his/
her personal life as a form of manifestation of the party’s values and plat-
forms, not only represents a key strategy to gain “soft” media coverage 
but can also act as “the unifying narrative that links what often seems like 
a set of ideologically disjointed policy proposals”.

In the new media environment, personalization of politics has found a 
new fruitful space to grow further since social media “are designed to 
facilitate a direct link between sender (politician) and receiver (citizen) and 
vice versa” (van Santen & van Zoonen, 2010, p. 65). More crucially, as 
Olsson notes, this direct communication has rendered politicians more 
autonomous in the construction of their desired image by bypassing the 
journalists’ intervention (2017, p. 100).

This kind of personalized communication in the online environment 
cultivates expectations of a more authentic and intimate communication 
culture (Graham, Jackson, & Broersma, 2017, p. 21). However, it remains 
to be seen how much of this “authenticity” is a product of a staged politi-
cal repertoire that seeks to compliment personalization of politics in the 
mainstream media, rather than become its substitute.

instagram and Politics

As already noted, political communication evolves according to changes in 
the communication field. Just as the television age gave rise to new tele-
vised forms of political communication, social media create the conditions 
for newer forms of political communication (Karadimitriou & Veneti, 
2016, p. 336). Today, citizens, organizations and corporations, as well as 
politicians, take advantage of the affordances of social media (Ekman & 
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Widholm, 2017, p. 17). Studies on social media platforms like Facebook 
and particularly Twitter have shown that they can provide a platform for 
politicians to promote the best version of themselves to the electorate 
(Avedissian, 2016; Jung, Tay, Hong, Ho, & Goh, 2017, p. 2195) through 
the implementation of predominantly textual communication strategies 
(Ekman & Widholm, 2017, p. 16; Poulakidakos & Veneti, 2016).

By signing up to social media communities, politicians can harness fresh 
energy by communicating personal or even private information and by 
taking advantage of the possibilities to connect with both influential per-
sonalities and ordinary people (Liebhart & Bernhardt, 2017, p. 17). Social 
media center public attention to the personal aspects of the politician and 
advance personalization and privatization in the communicative features 
of the individual politician. Thus, the underlying practices of politicians’ 
social media communication need to be understood, with a particular 
focus on how political communication and popular and celebrity culture 
merge in social media platforms (Ekman & Widholm, 2017, p. 18).

Originally launched in 2010, Instagram is a fast-growing social network 
site (SNS) (Abbott, Donaghey, Hare, & Hopkins, 2013; Reichart-Smith 
& Sanderson, 2015, p.  343; Sheldon & Bryant, 2016, p.  89), having 
already reached the milestone of one billion active users (insomnia.gr, 
2018). It is an online, mobile phone photo-sharing, video-sharing social 
network service that enables its users to take pictures and videos and then 
share them in a simple way (Anderson, 2016, p. 12; Lee, Lee, Moon, & 
Sung, 2015). This “image first, text second” rule of Instagram (Ekman & 
Widholm, 2017, p. 18) creates a strong visual-oriented culture (Kanaouti, 
2018, p. 51). “A user’s stream of images is an unfolding construal of iden-
tity, a presentation of personal style” (Zappavigna, 2016, p.  273). 
Photographs are much better than texts for self-expression and impression 
management since the “myth of photographic truth” lends photography a 
credibility that text can lack (Lee et al., 2015, p. 559). In this sense, image 
refers to “a mental construct of an object or a person, which is generated 
on the basis of consciously or unconsciously perceived (media) images, 
facts, associations, experiences or judgments” (Müller & Geise, 2015, 
p. 35 in Liebhart & Bernhardt, 2017, pp. 17–18).

In addition, Instagram is an example of the concept of “spreadable 
media”, that is, media that is shared by audiences for their own purposes 
within participatory cultures (Jenkins, Ford, & Green, 2013; Zappavigna, 
2016, p. 273). As a social network, Instagram shares many of the fea-
tures, options and settings that are familiar to users of other social media 
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platforms such as Twitter and Facebook, that is, followers, sharing, liking 
and commenting, through hashtagging (Sheldon & Bryant, 2016, p. 89). 
Additionally, on Instagram, there is a longer “public” life for content 
than there is on Facebook and Twitter. When you upload an image on 
Instagram, it will be readily available for your followers to view for a long 
time (Miles, 2014, pp. 11–12).

Politicians’ Instagram use can be understood as a way of producing 
visual flows of professional, personal and private practices in which the 
authenticity of everyday political life takes center stage (Ekman & 
Widholm, 2017, p. 29). Instagram serves to disseminate campaign mes-
sages and helps to mobilize voters; it is used for image management and 
complements other campaign channels (Liebhart & Bernhardt, 
2017, p. 23).

Visual political communication on social media platforms merges the 
personal and the professional realm of politicians’ lives through specific 
modes of addressing the audience (Ekman & Widholm, 2017, p. 16; van 
Zoonen, Vis, & Mihelj, 2010). Instagram posts might include different 
types of performances and practices related to the private moments with 
friends and family (Jung et al., 2017, p. 2197), personal, semi-professional 
and professional aspects of political life, like everyday professional footage 
(e.g. imagery of day-to-day duties/tasks), political performances (super-
seding the everyday duties of politicians), media appearances, attendance 
at celebrity events and public demonstrations (Ekman & Widholm, 
2017, p. 21).

Through the dissemination of snapshots, among them selfies, given 
that political selfies can be regarded as a new type of image event, which 
challenge the obsolete representations of the traditional political figure 
with an aura of proximity and intimacy, politicians are able to construct 
strategically self-managed galleries, in which work practices and 
glimpses of their private life become visible (Karadimitriou & Veneti, 
2016, p. 321). This is a typical feature of celebrity culture, where actors 
“must constantly shift between performing their stage persona, con-
cealing or revealing personal information, and creating intimacy and 
authentic self-presentation” with their followers (Ekman & Widholm, 
2017, p. 29).

The posting of interpersonal content on Instagram enables a politi-
cian’s audience to establish a parasocial or “face-to-face relationship” with 
her/his followers (Avedissian, 2016, p. 6). This mixture of professional 
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(e.g. meetings, presentation/promotion of policies, public speeches, 
etc.) and private imagery (e.g. family moments, self-focused daily tasks/
routines) is an apparent feature identified in previous research, but there 
are also variations between politicians, especially concerning the private 
realm (Ekman & Widholm, 2017, p. 28). Hence, in terms of personal-
ization, the central question is not whether the platform enhances per-
sonalized political communication, but how and to what extent 
personalization occurs among different political actors (Ekman & 
Widholm, 2017, p. 18).

As already discussed, this form of personalization contributes to a 
“depoliticization” of public discourses, primarily by shifting focus from 
ideological questions to lifestyle politics. Even when political issues are the 
main focus, they come to the fore with an emphasis on the persona or on 
the achievements of the particular individual (Ekman & Widholm, 2017, 
p.  29). The production, selection and distribution of visual imagery in 
terms of image management by politicians may thus help to shape “the 
image of persons, their behavior and lifestyle as well as their character 
traits” (Liebhart & Bernhardt, 2017, p. 23).

main research Questions and hyPotheses

Based on our theoretical background, the main research question is how 
is the “image” of the political leaders of three major Greek political par-
ties1 (Alexis Tsipras of SYRIZA/Coalition of Radical Left, Kyriakos 
Mitsotakis of New Democracy and Fofi Gennimata of PASOK/Movement 
for Change) formed through their Instagram posts to their personal 
accounts. Our coding unit is the Instagram post, hence the picture (or 
video) along with its caption (if it exists). More specifically, we examine 
the posts of the aforementioned politicians from the beginning of their 
Instagram activity to their last post of June 2018 (until June 30, 2018), 
accumulating 593 posts (238 for F. Gennimata, 210 for K. Mitsotakis and 
145 for A. Tsipras). Each post is coded according to the variables outlined 
in the following research hypotheses and research questions, which stem 

1 According to their parliamentary power after the last general elections of September 2015 
and with the exception of Golden Dawn. For an analytical presentation of the September 
2015 elections’ results, see the Greek Ministry of Interior web page (Greek Ministry of 
Interior, 2015).
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from our discussion of the literature on personalization and the use of 
Instagram as a political communication tool:

 (1) We expect a rather frequent presentation of the personal and/or 
private life (e.g. family moments, self-focused daily, [non-]political 
tasks/routines) of the politicians through their Instagram posts.

 (2) We expect that through their posts the politicians will seek primar-
ily to “construct” a positive self-image, rather than “attack” their 
political opponents.

 (3) We expect that the majority of the posts in each politician’s account 
will include a depiction of the politician her/himself.

 (4) Given that the politicians seek to form their online “image” on a 
constant basis, we expect that the politicians are posting on their 
profiles rather frequently (e.g. 2–3 times per week) since their first 
post on Instagram.

In addition, we will seek to answer some additional research ques-
tions such as:

 (1) What is the proportion in the depiction of different personal per-
formances? For example, everyday professional footage (e.g. imag-
ery of meetings and other day-to-day duties/tasks), political 
performances (superseding the everyday duties of politicians), 
posts including party content (posters, ads), media appearances 
and attendances at celebrity events and public demonstrations?

 (2) In terms of the “connectivity” of the politicians, with connectivity 
seen as a strategy that creates symbolic ties between individual poli-
ticians and various spheres of society, from the micro-political level 
of the family to the macro-political level of global international 
relations (Ekman & Widholm, 2017), are the politicians depicted 
being on their own, with other politicians (either allies or oppo-
nents), media professionals (e.g. journalists), celebrities (e.g. 
actors, athletes, musicians), non-political actors (scientists, civil 
society representatives, business actors, etc.) or citizens?

 (3) Given the importance of (political) selfies in the public construc-
tion of the contemporary political self (Karadimitriou & Veneti, 
2016), how frequent is the use of selfies by the Greek politicians 
under scrutiny?
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methodology

The method used for the current research is quantitative content analysis. 
It can be briefly defined as the systematic, based on scientific criteria, anal-
ysis of the characteristics of various messages (Kyriazi, 2001; Neuendorf, 
2002). It constitutes a systematic, reproducible technique for transform-
ing the content of various forms of messages (text, still and moving image, 
sound, etc.) into fewer categories of meaning, based on specific codifica-
tion rules (Miller & Brewer, 2003; Stemler, 2001), allowing the research-
ers to examine large amounts of data through a systematic methodology. 
The ability to implement content analysis to a variety of “texts” makes it 
useful as a research method. The primary target of content analysis is the 
systematic research of the content of the unit of analysis (text, image, news 
item, advertisement, etc.) (Berelson, 1971). In our case, the unit of analy-
sis is the Instagram post, including both the image (either still or video) 
and its caption. The post will be analyzed in terms of its content as already 
stated in the research hypotheses and additional research questions.

The quantitative analysis of the posts will be conducted with SPSS 25 
and the appropriate statistical test implemented to assess the similarities 
and differences in the Instagram communication strategy of the politicians 
under scrutiny is the chi-square (Field, 2017).

results

Our first hypothesis focuses on the personal/private aspects of the politi-
cians’ posts since we expect a rather frequent presentation of the personal 
and/or private life (e.g. family moments, self-focused daily, [non-]political 
tasks/routines) (van Aelst et  al., 2011) of the politicians through their 
Instagram posts. As is shown in Graphs 10.1 and 10.2, Kyriakos Mitsotakis 
is the one to share personal and private moments of his life with his follow-
ers more often, compared to Fofi Gennimata and Alexis Tsipras. Almost 
40% of the posts of K. Mitsotakis include personal (non-)political moments, 
such as snapshots of him in his office, or photos from his personal point of 
view of the places he visits, or moments he considers significant enough to 
share with his followers (e.g. a photo of a rainbow after the rain). His two 
political rivals follow this strategy to a significantly lower level.

Quite significant (more than 20%) is the percentage of the posts 
through which Kyriakos Mitsotakis shares moments with his family (e.g. 
during bank holidays, anniversaries or birthdays) as well, following a more 
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“privatized” approach to the formation of his image through Instagram 
(Jebril et al., 2013). Notable is the fact that both F. Gennimata (1.7%) and 
A. Tsipras (0.7%) almost do not share any family photos/moments at all. 
After these results, we accept our first hypothesis only for Kyriakos 
Mitsotakis.
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Graph 10.1 Posts with personal aspects of the politicians (per politician) (chi- 
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Given that Instagram is a self-oriented SNS, we expect that through 
their posts the politicians will seek primarily to “construct” a positive 
self- image, rather than “attack” their political opponents. According to 
Graph 10.3, the politicians “obey” the rationale of Instagram, using it 
almost exclusively as a means of positive self-presentation (the lowest 
percentage is 83.6%). This is a rather interesting finding, especially for 
the polarized Greek political scene, in which the rationale of mutual 
blaming is a common practice, especially during the period of the eco-
nomic crisis (Poulakidakos & Veneti, 2017). Of course, in order to assess 
whether Instagram contributes to a significant change in public political 
discourse, one should examine political posts during pre-electoral peri-
ods as well.

Similar to the focus on the positive self-presentation is the depiction of 
the politicians in the majority of their posts. Even though one can observe 
differences in the percentages of the three politicians, all of them, mostly 
A. Tsipras (77.9%) and K. Mitsotakis (73.3%), and less systematically F. 
Gennimata (55%), seem to rely rather heavily on the depiction of them-
selves in their Instagram posts in order to construct their personal and 
political profile. Based on that, we accept our hypothesis that the majority 
of the posts in each politician’s account will include a self-depiction of the 
politician (Graph 10.4).
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Graph 10.3 Positive self-image or “attack” to political opponents per politician 
(chi-square p value = 0.000)
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In terms of the frequency of political posts, this appears to be rather 
different between the politicians under scrutiny. To begin with, the tem-
poral starting point of the posts is different for each politician. Kyriakos 
Mitsotakis was the first to upload content in 2012, followed by Fofi 
Gennimata during the pre-electoral days of September 2015 and Alexis 
Tsipras, who began his Instagram activity in mid-2017. As shown in Graph 
10.5, with the exception of the posts of F. Gennimata during 2015, the 
actual spike in the usage of Instagram takes place in 2017 and the first half 
of 2018. Instagram is more systematically included in the political com-
munication strategy of the politicians during these years. Especially during 
the first half of 2018, the politicians seem to post on Instagram on a fre-
quent basis (an overall average of one post every 2.54 days). Thus, we 
accept our research hypothesis on the frequent posting on behalf of the 
politicians only for the first half of 2018 and reject it for the previous years 
(with the borderline ratio of F. Gennimata in 2015—one post every 
3.13 days).

In this sense, even though Instagram has existed as a platform since 
2010, Greek politicians seem to have embraced it as a de facto communi-
cation tool rather recently, during 2018, maybe acknowledging that 2019 
is an election year in Greece since three different elections are to take place 
in 2019: European elections, Municipal-Prefectural elections and general 
elections. The triple election year could be a possible reason for the rapid 
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 S. POULAKIDAKOS AND I. GIANNOULI



199

increase in the use of Instagram on behalf of politicians, who seek a new 
tool to “refresh” their political image at the threshold of a decisive elec-
toral year. Furthermore, given the crucial character of 2019  in political 
terms and Instagram’s increased penetration in the SNS field, we should 
expect an even more intense use of it as a political communication tool.

Apart from personal or private aspects, political posts include profes-
sional instances as well. Though we coded for six categories—daily profes-
sional footage, political performances superseding everyday routine (e.g. 
public speeches, visits), party content (ads, slogans, posters), media 
appearance, attendance in non-political celebrity events, attendance in 
protests—the politicians seem to promote four kinds of professional 
instances through their posts. All three politicians appear to participate 
mainly in political performances, such as speeches and visits to various 
places, either in Greece or abroad. These depictions are the ones that seek 
to enhance their political profiles in terms of their leadership skills. Apart 
from that, Fofi Gennimata promotes her party material (in 49 posts), her 
media appearances (7 posts) and her daily professional routine in 6 posts. 
In a quite different strategy, Kyriakos Mitsotakis does not promote any 
material coming from his party and focuses slightly more on his media 
appearances (20 posts), while he dedicates only 4 posts in the projection 
of his daily professional routine. Alexis Tsipras, the contemporary prime 
minister, feeds his Instagram account with more daily footage compared 
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to his political opponents, a way to build the perception of him as a hard- 
working leader, and complements the professional content of his Instagram 
account with party content and media appearances (Table 10.1).

Another important element serving the construction of a positive 
public image is the promotion of “connecting” in terms of meeting/
discussing/collaborating with, significant in political terms, others 
(politicians, citizens, celebrities, media professionals and business peo-
ple). In our research, one can observe two different strategies: on the 
one hand, the Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras promotes his connections/
collaborations with politicians (in 60 posts) in order to enhance his 
image as a leader of Greece. On the other hand, Kyriakos Mitsotakis (in 
65 posts) and Fofi Gennimata (in 78 posts), leaders of opposition par-
ties, seek to increase their popularity by promoting themselves mainly 
through their contact with everyday people. At the second level, 
though, they also depict their contact with other politicians, either in 
Greece or abroad (in 27 and 45 posts, respectively), whereas the inter-
action of all three politicians with non-political actors (e.g. business 
people and NGOs representatives) and media professionals is rather 
limited (Table 10.2).

Table 10.1 Division of the professional content of the politicians’ accounts (per 
politician)

Alexis Tsipras Kyriakos Mitsotakis Fofi Gennimata

Daily professional footage 21 4 6
Political performance 82 88 94
Party content 12 0 49
Media appearance 10 20 7

Table 10.2 Depicted connectivity of the politicians (per politician)

Alexis Tsipras Kyriakos Mitsotakis Fofi Gennimata

Connectivity with politicians 60 27 45
Connectivity with media 
professionals

8 12 3

Connectivity with celebrities 1 1 0
Connectivity with non-political 
actors

15 12 11

Connectivity with citizens 22 65 78
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Our last research question has to do with the use or depiction of selfies, 
given that nowadays selfies are being used for political purposes as well 
(Karadimitriou & Veneti, 2016). Our research showed that, at least up to 
now, the politicians do not seem to make frequent use of selfies (either 
taken by them or depicted in their posts) in order to form their image in 
Instagram, since the relevant percentages are rather low, with Fofi 
Gennimata having the highest one with 5.5%, followed by Kyriakos 
Mitsotakis (4.8%) and Alexis Tsipras (0.7%).

discussion

Our research has examined the visual communication strategies of the 
party leaders of the three biggest—in terms of their parliamentary 
power—Greek political parties. Though Instagram has existed since 
2010, Greek politicians seem to have taken advantage of it as a strategic 
communication tool rather frequently (especially during 2017 and 
2018). Instagram’s initial use on behalf of the Greek politicians provides 
us with several differences as well as similarities in terms of the 
usage patterns.

Regarding the differences, Kyriakos Mitsotakis, on the one hand, 
appears to handle his Instagram account with a more celebrity-like ratio-
nale compared to his political rivals, since he is the one to publish signifi-
cantly more personal and private moments, seeking to form his Instagram 
personality through the combined use of personal/private and political 
content. In accordance to Langer’s terminology (2010, p. 61), this pro-
motion of the “private persona”, remains in its essence “politicized”, as 
the aspects of his personal life are used in the public construction of his 
leader profile and its assessment by his followers. On the other hand, 
Alexis Tsipras and Fofi Gennimata prefer a more “strictly political” 
approach to the formation of their Instagram profiles. Tsipras, being the 
Prime Minister of Greece, focuses on his activities and implementation of 
policies as the head of the Greek government, seeking to appear as an 
effective, problem-solving and internationally accepted politician. Fofi 
Gennimata, whose account relies much less on her personal images, com-
pared to K. Mitsotakis and A. Tsipras, seeks to promote the rationale of a 
“new beginning” for PASOK (Panhellenic Socialist Party) after the signifi-
cant losses in electoral power it suffered during the crisis, mostly through 
the projection of party events, party people (employees, associates) and 
party content (e.g. poster photos with party positions). This finding also 
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echoes van Zoonen’s claim (2006, p. 299) that “celebrity politics” works 
in a two-gendered way, which turns in favor of male politicians in the 
merging of private and political life into a “hybrid political persona” since 
the emphasis on the sphere of domesticity for female politicians “runs the 
risk of attracting attention to their nonstandard gender choices”. In a nut-
shell, the attempt for the political regeneration of PASOK, along with the 
gender dimension of celebrity politics, can be included among the main 
factors forming Fofi Gennimata’s image on Instagram, which is focused 
on the “hard side” of personalization (Adam & Maier, 2010; Bjerling, 
2012; Holtz-Bacha et al., 2014).

Among the similarities in the Instagram presence of the abovemen-
tioned politicians, one could focus on their effort to formulate a positive 
self-image, rather than to attack their political opponents, even though K. 
Mitsotakis and F. Gennimata are leaders of opposition parties. In this 
sense, Instagram seems to encourage the articulation of a “positive” politi-
cal “discourse”, aiming at positive self-promotion, rather than political 
attack style communication that is systematically employed during a pre- 
electoral period where the political competition is at its highest level. 
Thus, similar research should take place during a pre-electoral period as 
well—in September 2015 elections, there was very limited use of Instagram 
only on behalf of F. Gennimata—so as to gather more evidence on either 
positive or negative character of the political self-presentation in Instagram. 
The coming elections in 2019 will be a good chance to study the political 
images on Instagram in a comparative way both between the different 
politicians and between the different elections (European, Municipal- 
Prefectural, National).

In addition, when it comes to political images, all three politicians pre-
fer to promote their participation in political performances that exceed 
their daily routines (public speeches, meetings with other politicians, cam-
paigning in different places) and through these images to underline their 
face-to-face contact with various social groups (other politicians, non- 
political actors, citizens).

A last common characteristic of the Instagram accounts of the three 
politicians is the very limited use of selfies. Perhaps the rather recent sys-
tematic use of Instagram on behalf of all three political leaders, along with 
their choice to form their Instagram communication strategy in a mutatis 
mutandis formal way (especially for A. Tsipras and F. Gennimata, who 
focus almost exclusively on personalized political content), has contrib-
uted to the avoidance of selfies.
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Contrary to the age of the traditional mass media—especially televi-
sion—when journalists would mainly choose which images of the politi-
cians would be published, Instagram provides politicians with the ability 
to actively form their public image. In this sense, the aforementioned 
research is a first attempt to examine Instagram as a political communica-
tion tool in Greece, offering an insight into the similarities and differences 
of political performance strategies via the Instagram platform.

It goes without saying that the scrutiny of a dynamically growing social 
network such as Instagram cannot be limited to a single research. A future 
goal of this project would be to explore how different social media plat-
forms (Facebook, Twitter, Instagram) interact with each other in the con-
text of political image-making. Do they convey the same message or are 
they used for targeting micro publics? (Lalancette & Raynauld, 2017, 
p. 31). A future Instagram analysis should include morphological charac-
teristics of the posted photos as well, such as the angle that the politician 
is depicted and the composition techniques (close-up, half-body or full- 
body shots) (Ekman & Widholm, 2017). In addition, the research can be 
extended to social media users, following politicians, in an attempt to trace 
the users’ assessment and comments of the political communication strate-
gies of different politicians through Instagram and other social media 
platforms.
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CHAPTER 11

The Power of Smiling. How Politicians’ 
Displays of Happiness Affect Viewers’ Gaze 

Behavior and Political Judgments

Michael Sülflow and Marcus Maurer

While for many decades empirical research in political communication 
focused on the effects of verbal communication, recently more and more 
researchers argue that visual communication may be as important or even 
more important when forming opinions about political candidates. This 
may have at least two reasons: on the one hand, scholars have found a 
decreasing length of politicians’ sound bites and an increasing proportion 
of so-called image bites in TV election coverage (Esser, 2008; Grabe & 
Bucy, 2009), emphasizing the role of visual information. On the other 
hand, politicians and their campaign teams adapt to the perceived impor-
tance of visual communication by choreographing their visual appear-
ances (e.g., Schill, 2012). Taken together, the increasing availability and 
the professionalization of visual information in politics might also lead to 
an increasing importance of visuals when citizens make political judg-
ments. However, empirical research evidence for that claim is rather 
mixed. While some studies show strong effects of visual information on 
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political judgments (e.g., Antonakis & Dalgas, 2009; Todorov, 
Mandisodza, Goren, & Hall, 2005), others suggest that visual communi-
cation shows rather weak effects—especially when compared to verbal 
communication (e.g., Koppensteiner, Stephan, & Jäschke, 2015; Nagel, 
Maurer, & Reinemann, 2012).

One major reason for these heterogeneous findings may be the fact that 
empirical studies on the effects of visual communication use various 
research designs to examine different aspects of the process of political 
opinion formation based on visual information, while thus far there is no 
research examining this whole process in one study. Theoretically, one can 
assume a causal chain starting with a politician’s emotions influencing his 
nonverbal behavior (facial expressions, gestures). The politician’s nonver-
bal behavior might direct viewers’ visual attention to certain parts of his 
body (e.g., face, arms, legs). Viewers detect the politician’s emotions 
based on the nonverbal behavior they take notice of. Finally, viewers gen-
eralize the emotions they detect in a given moment to broader political 
judgments.

This study uses a multi-method experimental design to uncover this 
process. It combines FaceReader analysis (measuring emotional displays), 
an eye-tracking analysis (measuring visual attention) and a continuous 
response measurement analysis (CRM, measuring viewers’ immediate 
impressions) of a short excerpt of a politician’s speech during a German 
local televised debate. The study focuses on the effects of smiling, which is 
a strong signal of the emotion of happiness (Masters, Sullivan, Lanzetta, 
McHugo, & Englis, 1986). Compared to other facial expressions, smiling 
seems to be especially influential in the political context as well (Knutson, 
1996; Stewart & Dowe, 2013; Stewart, Waller, & Schubert, 2009).

Theory and hypoTheses

Effects of a Politician’s Smile on Viewers’ Gaze Behavior

Generally, various eye-tracking studies found that humans tend to look at 
a speaker’s face much more intensively compared to other body areas 
(Beattie, Webster, & Ross, 2010; Holland, Wolf, Looser, & Cuddy, 2017; 
Kret, Stekelenburg, Roelofs, & de Gelder, 2013). In detail, Gullberg and 
Holmqvist (2006) found, for example, that subjects fixated on a speaker’s 
face more than 90% of the time and independently whether they were 
exposed to a speaker in a face-to-face condition or via a television screen. 
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This also holds true in the political context. For example, in an experimen-
tal study by Scherer, Layher, Kane, Neumann, and Campbell (2012), 
 participants watched audiovisual excerpts from political speeches from the 
German parliament. Although the speakers used dynamic arm and hand 
gestures, subjects mainly gazed at their faces.

Regarding attention distribution within the face, research indicates a 
so-called triangular pattern (Mehoudar, Arizpe, Baker, & Yovel, 2014). 
According to this pattern, faces are predominantly scanned along the eyes, 
the nose and the mouth (Buchan, Paré, & Munhall, 2007; Min et  al., 
2017; Sekiguchi, 2011). Whereas the eyes and the mouth serve specific 
functions such as the identification of a person or his/her emotional state, 
the nose area might serve as a strategic orientation point within the face as 
it enables viewers to gather information about the face as a whole through 
their peripheral vision (Buchan et al., 2007). Thus, we hypothesize:

H1 Television viewers fixate on politicians’ faces more intensively than on 
other areas of the body.

H2 Television viewers fixate on the central face features (eyes, nose, mouth) 
more intensively than on other areas of the face.

Besides these general attention patterns, eye-tracking studies have also 
shown that various elements of a speaker’s visual communication influence 
viewers’ gaze behavior. For example, dynamic hand and arm movements 
direct viewers’ attention to a person’s hands (Preisig et al., 2015; Prinsen 
et al., 2017). Persons directly gazing into the camera direct viewers’ visual 
attention to their eyes (Prinsen et al., 2017; Võ, Smith, Mital, & Henderson, 
2012). Finally, and most relevant in our context, also a speaker’s facial 
expressions influence viewers’ gaze behavior. In general, faces that display 
negative emotions seem to be more attention-grabbing than faces that dis-
play positive emotions or faces with neutral expressions  (Hillmann, 
Kempkensteffen, & Lincoln, 2015; Kret et al., 2013; Sullivan, Ruffman, & 
Hutton, 2007). More specifically, the display of specific emotions such as 
anger or sadness directs visual attention to the upper half of the face (e.g., the 
eyes), whereas the display of emotions like happiness and disgust direct visual 
attention to the lower half of the face (e.g., the mouth). These viewing pat-
terns correspond with those areas of the face expressing these emotions (e.g., 
sadness through eye expressions, happiness through the position of the 
mouth corners or visibility of the teeth) (Eisenbarth & Alpers, 2011; Scheller, 
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Buchel, & Gamer, 2012; Schurgin et  al., 2014). In particular, a visible, 
expressive smile fosters a shift of visual attention in the direction of the 
mouth area (Blanco, Serrano-Pedraza, & Vazquez, 2017; Gironzetti, 
Attardo, & Pickering, 2016). Thus, we assume:

H3 Television viewers fixate on the mouth of politicians more intensively 
when they smile compared to sequences without a smile.

Effects of a Politician’s Smile on Viewers’ Political Judgments

Nowadays, there is not much doubt that facial expressions have an effect 
on humans’ opinion formation about others, in the political context as 
well (Grabe & Bucy, 2009; Stewart et al., 2009; Sullivan & Masters, 1988). 
First of all, from an evolutionary point of view, facial expressions are valid 
indicators of a speaker’s emotional state. In our case, smiling indicates the 
emotion of happiness (Ekman & Friesen, 2003; Stewart & Dowe, 2013). 
Second, human beings are very well able to detect other peoples’ emo-
tional states from their facial expressions. In other words, humans will 
perceive a smiling person as being happy (e.g., Stewart & Dowe, 2013). 
Third, this ability becomes important for opinion formation because per-
ceptions of emotions are implicitly generalized to long- standing opinions 
about others. Consequently, a smiling person will not only be perceived as 
being happy in a given moment but also be perceived as a happy person in 
general (e.g., Carlston & Skowronski, 1994). Fourth, humans also tend to 
generalize their perceptions of single personality traits. Consequently, a 
smiling person is not only perceived as happy but also as sympathetic, 
trustworthy, competent and persuasive (e.g., Reis et al., 1990). This also 
holds true in the political context. For example, politicians smiling on elec-
tion posters seem to gain more votes—even after controlling for several 
other factors (Horiuchi, Komatsu, & Nakaya, 2012). Combining content 
analysis of verbal and nonverbal communication of the candidates and 
CRM measuring viewers’ immediate impressions during a German tele-
vised debate, Nagel et al. (2012) found no general effects of candidates’ 
smiling on viewers’ impressions. However, smiling caused positive effects 
on viewers’ impressions when it was  combined with positive verbal mes-
sages (Nagel, 2012). Consequently, we assume:

H4 Television viewers get a more positive impression of politicians when they 
are smiling compared to when they do not smile.
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Effects of the Presentation Mode on Viewers’ Political Judgments

When reviewing former studies on the effects of visual communication on 
political judgments, it becomes obvious that visual communication is 
especially influential when it is the only source of information. For exam-
ple, various experimental studies find strong effects of candidate pictures 
(e.g., Horiuchi et  al., 2012; Todorov et  al., 2005) or silent video-clips 
(Benjamin & Shapiro, 2009; Frey, 1999) on candidate evaluations or vote 
choice. These findings are, of course, to some extent trivial because as long 
as no verbal information is available, experimental subjects have to rely on 
visual information when forming political opinions. Studies calculating the 
effects of visual communication simultaneous with verbal communication 
also find effects of visuals. However, their effects seem to be much smaller 
than in the video-only condition and compared to the effects of verbal 
communication (e.g., Koppensteiner et al., 2015; Maurer, 2016; Nagel 
et al., 2012). This could be the case for at least two reasons. First, subjects 
might not be able to process information on the verbal and the visual 
channel to the same extent (Lang & Friestad, 1993). Therefore, especially 
politically involved subjects using the central route of information process-
ing might tend to focus on the verbal channel of communication (Maurer 
& Reinemann, 2015). Second, when subjects are able to process informa-
tion on the verbal and the visual channel, verbal and visual information 
simply compete with each other. Consequently, a verbal statement might 
weaken or even reverse the effects of visual communication. Therefore, we 
finally assume that:

H5 The effect of a politician’s smile on viewers’ judgments is stronger for 
viewers watching a silent video-clip compared to viewers watching the full 
audiovisual version.

MeThod

Stimulus

Participants were exposed to an unedited closing statement of one male 
contestant in a local German televised debate. The excerpt lasted for 
69 seconds, and only the speaking candidate was visible. As the candidate 
was largely unknown and the excerpt did not include any hints to his party 
affiliation, the influence of participants’ pre-existing attitudes on their 
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judgments should be minimal. Moreover, the excerpt was chosen because 
it included various visual and verbal expressions that had the potential to 
cause viewer reactions. The politician displayed a variety of nonverbal 
expressions during his statement. Due to the camera perspective (“medium 
shot”), his face and the top half of his upper body and arms were visible, 
whereas his hands were not visible for most of the time. During the entire 
video, the speaker directly gazed into the camera. To detect different emo-
tions displayed by the politician we applied the Noldus FaceReader. Based 
on the Facial Action Coding System, the FaceReader assigns movements 
of the face muscles to specific basic emotions on a second-by-second basis. 
As Fig. 11.1 shows, the emotion of “happiness” was particularly prevalent 
at the beginning and at the end of the speech and was characterized by 
smiles. Because of the differences in intensity and length (first smile: 
2711 ms, second smile: 4547 ms), the first smile is referred to as a “slight” 
smile and the second smile as a “strong” smile. During the sequences in 
which the politician was smiling, no other facial displays were detected. 
Consequently, we can trace back viewers’ reactions to his nonverbal behav-
ior during those sequences exclusively to his smile.

Regarding the verbal content, the politician used a variety of (strong) 
arguments to underline his issue stances and goals. In the first part of the 
speech, he addressed family and educational policy as relevant topics on 
his agenda. At the beginning of the second part, he underlined the impor-
tance of social justice and stated that no citizen should feel left behind. 
After addressing the audience at the beginning of the speech, the first 
(“slight”) smile starts during the following statement: “You now had the 
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Fig. 11.1 Intensity of the politician’s “happiness” measured by FaceReader
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opportunity to see, compare and weigh the two candidates for the office 
of prime minister”. The strong smile at the end of the clip is combined 
with a call to vote on polling day: “On January 20th, in ten days, it is 
going to be a tight race. Every vote counts. Your vote counts. I kindly ask 
you to participate in the voting”.

Experimental Design

While watching the debate clip, participants were randomly assigned to 
one of the three experimental conditions: (1) only their gaze behavior was 
recorded, (2) their gaze behavior and their immediate impressions were 
recorded and (3) only their immediate impressions were recorded. This 
experimental design was chosen in order to analyze the reciprocal effects 
of the two methods, which is part of a larger project. Although we cannot 
go into the details here, the results of this comparison show that partici-
pants did not feel overstrained by the use of both methods simultaneously, 
that the eye-tracking measurement did not affect viewers’ immediate 
impressions of the candidate and that the use of the CRM dial caused only 
minor differences in gaze behavior that were negligible (Sülflow, forth-
coming). As the use of the two measurement instruments did not influ-
ence viewers’ impressions and gaze behavior, we combine the 
aforementioned experimental groups for the following analyses, whenever 
it makes sense. For example, the results on gazing behavior are based on 
all participants that took part in the eye-tracking study, whether or not 
they also used the CRM dial to indicate their impressions.

Moreover, half of the participants watched the excerpt in the regular 
audiovisual version, while the other half watched a video-only version 
without tone. This allows us to compare the effects of the candidate’s 
smiling under two conditions: with and without a verbal channel possibly 
distracting viewers’ attention from the politician’s nonverbal behavior.

Procedure

When arriving at the laboratory, participants were first asked to answer a few 
preliminary questions concerning, for example, social variables, interest in 
politics and party identification. Afterward, they were informed about the 
recording of their gaze behavior or/and were given instructions about how 
to use the CRM dial. Participants being part of the “eye- tracking and 
CRM”-group were instructed to hold the CRM dial below the table in 
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order to prevent them from looking at the dial instead of on the screen dur-
ing the stimulus presentation. To enable participants to use the dial without 
looking on it, a training session that included a short test video was carried 
out. For those taking part in the eye-tracking study, it was followed by the 
calibration of the eye-tracker. After watching the debate clip, participants 
were asked to answer a second questionnaire containing questions about 
their overall impression of the video and the politician.

Measures

Gaze behavior was recorded with an SMI RED250 remote eye-tracker. 
Participants were seated at a viewing distance of 60 cm from the screen. 
Eye movements were recorded using a sampling rate of 250 Hz. The stim-
ulus was presented on a 22-inch widescreen stimulus monitor with a reso-
lution of 1680 × 1050 pixels. To measure the attention distribution, we 
defined different parts of the body of the politician as areas of interests 
(AOIs: entire face including both eyes, nose and mouth, upper body 
including upper arms, both hands, as well as separate AOIs for the facial 
areas eyes, nose, mouth). We used two measures to investigate attention 
allocation on these AOIs: total fixation duration (in seconds) and propor-
tion of fixations per second (in percent). Fixations are defined as relatively 
stable gazes (Jacob & Karn, 2003) and were counted if the participants 
fixated on an AOI for at least 80 ms. Because not all parts of the body were 
visible for all of the time (e.g., hands), we weighted the total fixation dura-
tion in relation to the time the AOI was visible and report the attention 
distribution to different AOIs in percent.

To record subjects’ immediate impressions of the candidate, we used 
the Perception Analyzer by Dialsmith. Subjects were asked to indicate 
their immediate impressions of the politician—for instance, with regard to 
what he says or how he looks (audiovisual condition)—continuously in 
every second during the video-clip by using the CRM dial. They were 
instructed that turning the dial to the left on the seven-point scale would 
indicate a negative impression, with “1” being the most negative judg-
ment. Turning the dial to the right would indicate a positive impression 
with “7” being the most positive judgment. The middle position “4” 
would indicate a neutral impression. A computer measured each subject’s 
impression second by second regardless of whether the dial has been 
moved or not.

We chose a two-second time lag for the matching of the nonverbal 
behavior displayed by the politician and the evaluation by the participants. 
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This way, we take into account a delay between the time of perception and 
the evaluation (turning of the dial).

Sample

Initially, a sample of 205 undergraduate students participated in the study 
(70% female; mean age 22.23, SD = 3.24). However, for various reasons, 
we had to exclude some of these participants from our analysis.

To ensure the accuracy of eye movement measurement a five-point cali-
bration and an additional four-point validation were performed for each 
participant at the beginning of each trial. We excluded participants with 
deviations above 1.1° on either the x- or y-axis. Additionally, we consid-
ered the proportion to which gaze is recorded in relation to the duration 
of the entire stimulus expressed in percent (Hillmann et al., 2015). If the 
data loss exceeded more than 20%, the participant was also excluded. In 
sum, we had to exclude 15 participants due to insufficient data quality, 3 
because of technical issues and 5 because they were able to identify the 
name of the politician. The remaining 122 participants (66% female; age: 
M = 22.85, SD = 3.47) showed an average deviation of 0.43° on the x-axis 
(SD = 0.17) and 0.46° on the y-axis (SD = 0.21) and an average tracking 
ratio of 96.10% (SD = 3.99). These values can be seen as satisfactory indi-
cators of good eye movement data quality (e.g., Holmqvist et al., 2011). 
For the CRM analysis, we had to exclude one participant due to technical 
issues and six participants as they could identify the politician by name. 
Therefore, 125 participants were included in the CRM analysis (75% 
female; age: M = 21.94, SD = 3.34).

Overall, there were no differences between the six experimental groups 
concerning their gender (Chi2 = 4.88; df = 5; p = 0.43), interest in politics 
(F(5, 182)  =  1.16, p  =  0.33), as well as their party identification 
(Chi2 = 43.30; df = 30; p = 0.06). Concerning age, the analysis of variance 
shows an overall difference between groups (F(5, 183) = 3.06, p < 0.05). 
However, a post-hoc test (Bonferroni) reveals no differences between 
single groups (p > 0.05).

Findings

In the first step, we calculated subjects’ visual attention distribution during 
watching the clip (H1, H2). Participants fixated the entire face most of the 
time (M = 77.65%, SD = 13.03), followed by the upper body (M = 2.06%, 
SD = 3.83). The hands are fixated for a very short time only (right hand: 
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M = 0.37%, SD = 2.74) or not at all (left hand: M = 0%). Consequently, 
H1 stating that humans fixate the face more intensively than other parts of 
the body is supported. Taken together, fixations of the inner facial areas 
eyes, nose and mouth account for 79.51% (SD = 14.71) of the total fixa-
tion duration of the entire face. Within the face, the nose is fixated most 
of the time (M = 24.74%, SD = 15.35), followed by the mouth (M = 20.74%, 
SD = 17.37), the right (M = 17.48%, SD = 15.60) and left eye (M = 16.54%, 
SD = 15.58). Thus, H2 stating that humans fixate eyes, nose and mouth 
more intensively than other face areas is also supported.

To investigate H3, we compared attention distribution during the two 
parts of the debate in which the politician was smiling to the other parts of 
the debate (no smile). In detail, we calculated the proportion of fixation 
durations on different face areas in each second (proportionately to all fixa-
tions on the screen). As expected, the politician’s mouth was fixated more 
intensively when happiness was displayed (smile: M = 21.31%, SD = 5.66, 
no smile: M = 15.17%, SD = 3.31) (t(7.65) = −3.00, p < 0.05), indicating 
that his smile directed viewers’ attention to his mouth. In contrast, no sig-
nificant differences occur concerning fixations on the other facial features 
(left eye (smile: M = 11.45%, SD = 2.53; no smile: M = 13.64%, SD = 3.59), 
right eye (smile: M = 13.12, SD = 2.17; no smile: M = 14.18, SD = 2.93) 
and nose (smile: M = 20.73%, SD = 1.31, no smile: M = 19.10%, SD = 2.85)).

More specifically, Fig. 11.2 shows the attention distribution over time. 
Two sequences are marked in which the FaceReader identified the emo-
tion of happiness, which corresponds with a smile (“slight smile” and 
“strong smile”). As can be seen, fixations on the mouth especially rise at 
the beginning of the strong smile. Moreover, the mouth is fixated most 
intensively during that sequence. On average, the mouth is fixated for 
15.17% (SD  =  3.31) of the time when no smile was visible, 15.17% 
(SD = 1.99) of the time during the slight smile and 25.00% (SD = 2.98) of 
the time during the strong smile.

In the next step, we calculate the effect of the politician’s smiling on the 
subjects’ immediate impressions of the politician (H4). For this analysis, 
the average spontaneous impressions during sequences in which the politi-
cian is smiling are calculated and compared to the impressions during 
sequences without a smile. As expected, the politician is evaluated more 
positively when he is smiling (M = 4.02, SD = 0.11) compared to sequences 
when he is not smiling (M = 3.78, SD = 0.11) (t(65) = −5.93, p < 0.001). 
Thus, H4 is also supported. However, Fig.  11.3 shows that only the 
strong smile corresponds with a change in viewers’ impressions. Thus, a 
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strong and expressive smile leads to positive impressions of the politician 
compared to sequences without a smile or with only a slight smile.

Finally, in H5, it is assumed that the availability of the audio track and 
thereby the verbal content of the speech influences viewers’ judgments 
about the politicians. We assumed that the effect of smiling on viewers’ 
immediate impressions of the politician is stronger in the video-only group 
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compared to the group watching the full audiovisual version of the clip. As 
Table 11.1 shows, there was a strong effect of the politician’s smile on 
viewers’ immediate impressions among those who watched the video-only 
version. As expected, they judged him much more positively during the 
sequences in which he smiled (M  =  4.16, SD  =  0.19) compared to 
sequences when he was not smiling (M = 3.59, SD = 0.27) (t(65) = −5.82, 
p < 0.001). Interestingly, for those who watched the full audiovisual ver-
sion, this was not at all the case. On the contrary, they recorded less posi-
tive impressions of the politician during sequences in which he was smiling 
(M = 3.89, SD = 0.04) compared to sequences when he did not smile 
(M = 3.96, SD = 0.13) (t(33.90) = 3.06, p < 0.01). This difference was not 
caused by subjects’ gaze behavior as the politician’s smile attracted the 
attention of those that watched the full audiovisual version and those that 
watched the silent debate clip to the same extent. Obviously, the positive 
effect of his smile was countered by a negative effect of his verbal mes-
sages. Especially the call to vote on polling day accompanying the strong 
smile might have been understood as self-promotion and thus triggered 
negative impressions. These results support H5.

discussion

In this study, we applied a multi-method design to give further insights 
into the process of political opinion formation based on politicians’ facial 
expressions. We combined an analysis of the emotional displays of a candi-
date in a local German election during a televised debate with an eye- 
tracking analysis and a CRM analysis of viewer reactions to his visual 
communication signals during the debate. Moreover, we compared gaze 
behavior and opinion formation of two groups of viewers: one who 

Table 11.1 Immediate impressions of the politician during sequences when he 
was smiling or not smiling

Smiling (n = 8) Not smiling (n = 59) T value

M SD M SD

Audiovisual (n = 63) 3.89 0.04 3.96 0.13 3.06∗∗

Video-only (n = 62) 4.16 0.19 3.59 0.27 −5.82∗∗∗

Note: Impression ratings range from 1—very negative to 7—very positive; ∗∗p < 0.01; ∗∗∗p < 0.001
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watched the full audiovisual version, while the other watched a video-only 
version of the clip. In our analysis, we focused on the facial expression of 
smiling indicating the emotion of happiness, as former research suggests 
that this is a crucial nonverbal signal in the political context. Our findings 
can be summarized in three steps.

 1. Generally, viewers focus on the face of a speaking politician most of 
the time. However, the politician’s facial expressions and gestures 
direct viewers’ gazes to the body areas in which his nonverbal behav-
ior is expressed. In our case, the politician’s smile directed viewers’ 
attention to his mouth area.

 2. There is an influence of a politician’s facial expressions on viewers’ 
political judgments. In our case, viewers got more positive impres-
sions of the politician during sequences in which he was smiling 
compared to sequences in which he did not smile. As there were no 
other facial displays visible during these sequences, these effects can 
clearly be traced back to smiling.

 3. However, this influence only occurred for those viewers that watched 
a silent debate clip and were not exposed to the politician’s verbal 
arguments. Those that watched the full audiovisual version got a 
more negative impression of the politician during his smiles. These 
differences can only be explained by his verbal arguments during his 
smiles. Obviously, the impressions of those that were able to hear 
the politician’s speech were rather influenced by their disagreement 
with the politician’s arguments than by his smile.

Taken together, our study confirms findings from prior studies showing 
that politicians’ facial expressions influence viewers’ political judgments. 
In addition, it also confirms prior studies showing that these effects can be 
countered by the effects of a politician’s verbal statements. Obviously, a 
direct causal chain from a politician’s nonverbal behavior to viewers’ gaze 
behavior and political judgments only exists in cases when no interfering 
verbal information is present. Moreover, our study shows that the pres-
ence of verbal communication does not change viewers’ gaze behavior. It 
rather changes their judgments.

Consequently, politicians seeking for support in election campaigns 
might try to produce pictures and internet memes showing them smiling 
as often as possible. This strategy may especially be effective concerning 
independent and low-involved voters, who to a lesser degree rely on 
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candidates’ verbal arguments. Conversely, producing pictures showing 
an opponent looking stern or angry might also be an effective strategy to 
attack him. However, whether this holds true might be examined in fur-
ther studies dealing with other facial displays.

From a methodological point of view, our study shows that the combi-
nation of eye-tracking and CRM analysis seems to be fruitful. As our study 
shows, the challenge of combining both methods is not trivial but can be 
handled. Because both methods do not seem to influence each other to a 
large extent, the combined measurement seems to be valid and reliable. 
Therefore, future studies might, for example, also deal with the question 
of how gaze behavior and immediate impressions are directly related.

An important question is of course whether our findings can be gener-
alized. First, as in every study, the effect of verbal and visual communica-
tion depends on the intensity of politicians’ verbal and visual behavior. 
Consequently, whether a verbal argument counters a strong smile depends 
on the strength of the verbal argument. Second, our study intentionally 
dealt with a politician that was unknown to our subjects. Immediate 
impressions of known candidates are much stronger influenced by sub-
jects’ pre-existing attitudes toward the politician. Consequently, the rele-
vance of visual and verbal stimuli may differ in this case. Third, we cannot 
be sure whether our findings can be generalized to other cultures. Probably 
people from other countries rely on visual signals to a larger extent than 
our German subjects. Therefore, this study might be replicated in other 
countries in order to uncover the role of cultural differences.
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CHAPTER 12

#MoreInCommon: Collective Mourning 
Practices on Twitter and the Iconization 

of Jo Cox

Katy Parry

IntroductIon

Jo Cox was the Labour Member of Parliament (MP) for Batley and Spen, 
who was murdered during the European Union (EU) Referendum cam-
paign in June 2016. The first MP to be killed in the United Kingdom since 
Ian Gow (by the Provisional Irish Republican Army (IRA) in 1990), Cox’s 
death was brutally public as she was repeatedly shot and stabbed in the 
street by Thomas Mair. According to witnesses, including the MP’s con-
stituency manager Fazila Aswat, Mair shouted, ‘Britain first. This is for 
Britain. Britain will always be first’, after he killed Jo Cox. At the time of his 
arrest, Thomas Mair only said to the police, ‘I’m a political activist’ but then 
refused to answer any questions at all (in over six hours of interviews). The 
next day, when asked to give his name at a court appearance, Mair replied: 
‘My name is Death to Traitors. Freedom for Britain’. The EU Referendum 
campaign was suspended in wake of the attack and, for a couple of days at 
least, the shocking event quietened the divisive political discourse.

K. Parry (*) 
School of Media and Communication, University of Leeds, Leeds, UK
e-mail: k.j.parry@leeds.ac.uk

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-18729-3_12&domain=pdf
mailto:k.j.parry@leeds.ac.uk


228

Whether characterized as a terrorist or mentally ill, Thomas Mair com-
municated quite clearly his political motivations in targeting an MP known 
for her campaigning in support of refugees and the Remain campaign. In 
responding to the news, supporters and members of the public took to 
social media to express their sorrow and to organize events in commemo-
ration. The #MoreInCommon hashtag campaign derives from Jo Cox’s 
maiden speech in Parliament, only a year before her death. Speaking about 
how communities had been ‘deeply enhanced’ by immigration, she con-
tinued: ‘… and whilst we celebrate our diversity, the thing that surprises 
me time and time again as I travel around the constituency is that we are 
far more united and have far more in common than that which divides us’ 
(3 June 2015). In death, Cox’s earlier words were deployed as a rallying 
cry for unity in diversity; a message that seemed particularly apt in the 
divisive times of the EU Referendum campaign. But as we shall see, the 
constitution of a common ‘we’ around the images and words of Jo Cox 
also prompted a counter-strategy from those resistant to such a call.

The social media platform Twitter offers one space where we can 
observe the construction of both ‘ad hoc’ (Bruns & Burgess, 2015) and 
‘affective publics’ (Papacharissi, 2015, 2016). On Twitter, among other 
media spaces, the hashtag #MoreInCommon was used to express sorrow 
but also construct solidarities in the symbolism and images created and 
shared. Drawing on semiotic and thematic analysis of Twitter data, my 
particular focus is on the communicative functions of the digital images 
shared as one element in the multimodal performances of solidarity. The 
photographs, image-text cartoons and memes suggest the constitution of 
a collective ‘we’ who use the image and words of Jo Cox to construct her 
as a retrospective public figure with a certain set of values around which 
people can form a sentiment of togetherness. How do the images shared 
via Twitter perform memorialization, belonging and solidarity in interplay 
with accompanying text? How do the visuals work to co-construct Jo Cox 
as a ‘bonding icon’ (Wignell, Tan, & O’Halloran, 2017) symbolizing 
common values and a common ‘we’?

theoretIcal Background: constructIng a common 
‘We’ In response to polItIcal VIolence

This chapter is principally in dialogue with recent studies on the forma-
tion of publics on Twitter in response to shocking events, in which visual 
material is considered to play an important communicative role  
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(Bruns & Hanusch, 2017; Vis, Faulkner, Parry, Manyukhina, & Evans, 
2013). This is in addition to examinations of the broader media rituals 
implicated in engendering solidarity, collective grieving and performative 
commemoration (Berkowitz, 2017; Döveling, Harju, & Sommer, 2018; 
Merrill, 2017). In turn, such studies are indebted to earlier scholarship on 
media events (Dayan & Katz, 1992), and especially ‘conflictual media 
events’ such as terror attacks, war and disasters (Hepp & Couldry, 2010; 
Mortensen, 2015), where both the nature of ‘media’ and ‘events’ are 
being rethought in the era of digital technologies and global news flows. 
Conflictual media events tend to be those concerning mass death rather 
than a single targeted attack on an individual, but the Jo Cox murder cer-
tainly disrupted the regular news flow and prompted widespread public 
displays of sorrow alongside reflections on its broader significance for the 
national community.

At such a politically divisive moment in UK politics, the 
#MoreInCommon movement hoped to engender a sentiment of togeth-
erness across social and political cleavages, and also spread a message of 
human solidarity beyond the United Kingdom. When writing of the ‘pub-
lic’ formed here, I am following Papacharissi’s work on ‘affective publics’ 
understood as ‘networked publics that are mobilized and connected, iden-
tified, and potentially disconnected through expressions of sentiment’ 
(Papacharissi, 2016, p.  5). Papacharissi examines modalities of engage-
ment on Twitter that are primarily affective, but she is interested in story-
telling structures (tonality, rhythm and texture) rather the role of images 
in those meaning-making practices. However, I would argue that visual 
images also have a role to play in the ‘public formations that are textually 
rendered into being through emotive expressions that spread virally 
through networked crowds’ (Papacharissi, 2016, p. 320, added empha-
sis), and in imagining who ‘we might be, and how we might get 
there’ (p. 311).

Twitter as an Imperfect ‘Ad Hoc’ Public

This study uses Twitter as an ‘imperfect’ indicator for the public. Unlike 
Facebook, Twitter is primarily a public social media platform associated 
with instantaneous response, especially in unfolding news events, but par-
ticipation is deeply uneven and it is an ‘imperfect’ stand-in for the general 
public. Twitter has become intertwined in the news media ecology, with 
top tweeters on events often established news organizations or individual 
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reporters, but vying for space with celebrities and momentary ‘influencers’ 
who hold a personal connection to the reported events (as citizen wit-
nesses, family members). Indeed the latter group is often in a position to 
offer counter-narratives to the established media—correcting information, 
articulating emotions or challenging authority. I acknowledge that the 
focus on Twitter is also imperfect in that it cannot fully embrace the 
hybridity and complexities of the contemporary media ecosystem. Space 
constraints do not allow for me to discuss the audiovisual material also 
shared and linked on Facebook, YouTube and Instagram without sacrific-
ing analytical focus and depth.

In addition to its ‘publicness’ and openness for researchers, Twitter has 
become increasingly visual. Image-tweets, videos, memes and reaction 
GIFs are part of the everyday language of Twitter, often embedded in 
tweets as a way to increase the likelihood of retweeting. Where early stud-
ies on Twitter during crisis, terror or protest events focused on the text, 
there is a growing body of work which looks to the role of images, car-
toons or audiovisual content in the ‘processes of witnessing’ (Bruns & 
Hanusch, 2017; Vis et al., 2013), and as facilitators for building solidarity 
and collective identification (Gerbaudo, 2015; Kharroub & Bas, 2016). 
Displays of solidarity and commemoration also take place in public and 
semi-private spaces, of course, and displaying symbols such as flags, car 
stickers, tattoos or clothing also provides visual symbols which enact a 
sense a shared identity and solidarity (Collins, 2004). Dan Berkowitz’s 
(2017) study on the visual representation of solidarity in news coverage of 
the coordinated Brussels attacks in March 2016 considers the interplay of 
image and text, pointing out how the captions work to anchor meanings. 
Crucially, he examines cartoons in addition to photographs, and the kind 
of creative symbolism he notes is also relevant to the drawings, cartoons 
and memes shared via social media platforms. Indeed the creation, re- 
working and re-contextualization of images are part of the ‘memetic’ or 
viral character of internet images, rapidly circulating and becoming 
recognizable as meaningful or significant across various communication 
networks. Such re-working practices are not entirely new to activists or 
artistic groups, of course, and pre-date the digital age, but they have accel-
erated in the era of ‘web 2.0’ (Olesen, 2018). The argument here is that 
images and symbols play a significant role in the construction of political 
belonging and communities of solidarity, and examining patterns in their 
form, aesthetics and symbolism reveals how such shared values are articu-
lated and cultivated.
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In sum, Twitter is an ‘imperfect’ stand-in for the public, but it can be 
utilized as one interconnected space for emotions and identifications to be 
expressed and shared in visual as well as verbal communication.

methods

This study uses the open source tool for big data analytics, Mecodify, for 
Twitter searches. The tool was developed by Walid al-Saqaf as part of the 
EU-funded ‘Media, Conflict and Democratisation’ project.1 Mecodify 
enables the selection of tweets based on searches for hashtags or other 
words or usernames, including historical data. Tweets containing an image 
or video can be selected enabling the researcher to know the most popu-
lar, how they were used and the time it was sent (al-Saqaf, 2016). The 
guidance on al-Saqaf’s web page outlines the various visualization and 
analysis options for quantitative enquiries of the data. For the purposes of 
this chapter, I focus on a small selection of image-tweets immediately fol-
lowing Jo Cox’s murder, rather than on the quantitative results.

The initial search found tweets including ‘Jo Cox’ or ‘#MoreInCommon’ 
between 16 June and 22 June 2016, resulting in 6988 tweets (or 64,391 
with retweets). Restricting the search to those including an image gives 
845 results (37,044 with retweets). I then looked at which images were 
shared, their contexts and the patterns of their use. I found this to be an 
iterative process, conducting different searches to capture the transient ‘ad 
hoc’ publics (Bruns & Burgess, 2015) that emerge once I started to see 
the interconnections between key actors and certain hashtags (such as 
between #MoreInCommon and #LoveLikeJo), but also the counter- 
public that centers on Thomas Mair and even celebrates his actions. I, 
therefore, conducted a second separate search for ‘Thomas Mair’ or 
‘Tommy Mair’ using the same dates, which returned 4591 tweets (31,221 
with retweets), or 620 tweets with images (15,958 with retweets) in the 
same seven-day period. This led me to dig around further into ‘National 
Action’, the neo-Nazi group apparently tweeting support for Mair and 
who were later banned by the UK Government in December 2016 (Allen, 
2017). As a side note, the banning of National Action led to their tweets 
being removed from Twitter, and so this also speaks to another method-

1 The MeCoDEM project received funding from the European Union’s Seventh 
Framework Programme for research, technological development and demonstration under 
grant agreement no 613370.
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ological difficulty in researching such groups retrospectively. Only those 
tweets screen-grabbed earlier were available for later analysis.

By opting to include a hashtag or topical name alongside the images or 
links, tweeters are signaling that they intend to play a part in a public con-
versation or to participate in an ‘ad hoc’ public (Bruns & Burgess, 2015; 
Bruns & Hanusch, 2017). However, I have not included identifying data 
for tweeters unless they already have a public profile as an organization or 
campaigner.

FIndIngs

The Most Shared Images on Twitter in Response to Jo Cox’s Death

Unlike in other cases of violent events and terror attacks recently studied, 
it is not the ‘eyewitness’ images emerging from Jo Cox’s murder that 
social media users see in the news coverage or share online (Bruns & 
Hanusch, 2017; Mortensen, 2015). As far as we know, Jo Cox’s violent 
death is not captured on film by citizen witnesses, and the only grainy 
amateur-style images to emerge later are those of Mair’s arrest in the street.

The first images shared are abstract and symbolic in nature, ‘#Yorkshire 
sunset, Emley Moor, near Jo Cox’s birthplace and constituency. 
#RIPJoCox’, with familiar vigil-based images of flowers and candles start-
ing to appear the same evening, and even a connection to the Pulse night-
club shooting in Orlando earlier that week: ‘Vigil for Orlando & also for 
Jo Cox.. Moving speeches & Tom Robinson singing Glad to be Gay. Glad 
to be in Bradford’. This tweet is accompanied with photos of rainbow bal-
loons spelling out ‘Pulse’ and so nicely conveys ‘transcultural political 
belonging’ (Couldry & Hepp, 2017, p. 182) fostered alongside the reas-
suring comfort of a local embodied co-presence (‘Glad to be in Bradford’).

The most common image-type is not a singular image but variations on 
a theme: a photograph of Cox smiling with her own words quoted from 
her maiden speech (see Fig. 12.1). By gathering these images and explor-
ing the sharing practices that accompany them, we can observe how Cox’s 
political and cultural legacy is co-constituted in these various pairings, and 
in a web of hashtags that signal affiliation and belonging.

So quickly after her death, Cox’s presence is visually restored in this 
recognizable genre. What we see in these shared image-tweets is that 
Cox’s portrait is often paired with her own words (Fig. 12.1). While tak-
ing different forms, the genre and the format are relatively settled, a 
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‘ready-made’ template—a picture of Cox smiling with a quotation—typi-
cally the ‘more in common’ speech extract. In the photo-quote format, 
Cox is often visually situated either in her constituency with visual markers 
of Batley or at the House of Commons. In Fig. 12.1, Jo Cox is pictured 
standing by a ‘Welcome to Batley’ sign, from a low oblique angle. Cox 
smiles directly into the camera with her hair loosely tied up, with a scarf 
and coat presumably keeping her warm. Despite the low angle, this is an 
intimate and friendly pose, a portrait that depicts the MP proudly repre-
senting her constituency and coupled with her own words about how we 
have ‘more in common’. This ‘placing’ is likely to be a product of available 
images in an online search, but in this context of the dedicatory image- 
tweets, becomes relevant to the meaning-making practices. Cox’s work 
and values are central to how her retrospective public image is 
co-constituted.

Fig. 12.1 An example of the photo-quote combination observed in the most 
retweeted images of Jo Cox in the days after her death. © Cassy O’Connor, Tweet 
21 June 2016
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The Iconization of Jo Cox

Tributes pour in from around the world, and Glastonbury festival opens 
with a dedication. As newspaper front pages are released later that night 
for 17 June, their coverage of Jo Cox’s death visually dominates, with 
many headlines including the words of Brendan Cox, her husband, that 
she ‘believed in a better world and she fought for it every day’. Performing 
commemoration in this way shifts the emotional repertoire from trauma 
and loss to celebration, empathy and solidarity. Not forgetting this is fore-
most a personal tragedy for Jo Cox’s family and friends, the online sharing 
and commenting transforms this personal grief into public mourning.

Late in the evening on 18 June, we start to see the hashtag 
#MoreInCommon used to promote coordinated memorial events to 
 celebrate Cox’s life on 22 June, which would have been her 42nd birth-
day. Here there is a shift in the function of the images which places the 
sharer of the image as a central protagonist, rather than a conduit for the 
words and image of Jo Cox. Now the function of the image-tweet changes 
to a commitment to ‘love like Jo’ and so becomes attached to social action, 
expressed through the emotion of love.

The portrait in Fig. 12.2 was reproduced on banners at memorial events 
in Trafalgar Square, New York, Buenos Aires and many more, with partici-

Fig. 12.2 Image 
shared in a pledge to 
‘love like Jo’. Artwork 
by Drue Kataoka www.
Drue.Net
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pants adding their own pledge to ‘#LoveLikeJo’ and then later sharing 
photos on social media where they are depicted holding up the banner. 
The artist Drue Kataoka had been asked by Jo Cox’s friends to create 
something quickly but was ‘on another continent’ at the time and so, with 
time pressing, she painted Cox’s face in ink on paper and sketched the 
body on an iPad, drawing upon the footage of the maiden speech in 
Parliament for inspiration. The artist’s own account describes waking up 
to see her sketch across the media the very next day: ‘The image had taken 
on a life of its own as part of this larger movement— it was being carried 
by love, with people building their own meanings on top of it, all of them 
resolving to #LoveLikeJo’ (Kataoka, 2016).

As Paolo Gerbaudo (2015) has observed in relation to protest avatars 
(where people change their profile picture to a collective icon or image), 
such visible collective identity symbols are crucial in creating a sense of 
‘we’ (as with badge wearing or waving political flags) but not all are neces-
sarily durable as political icons of injustice or outrage. Through the shar-
ing of different variations of Jo Cox’s likeness and words we can witness 
the process of ‘iconization’, as coined by linguist James Martin and 
adopted by Peter Wignell and co-authors in a recent study of ISIS’ online 
magazine, Dabiq.

Iconisation occurs when meanings are condensed and interpersonally 
charged through various forms of semiosis, such as words, images, objects 
and practices in emblems, logos, flags, mottos, religious texts, rituals and 
ceremonies and in combinations of these semiotic artefacts and processes. 
(Wignell et al., 2017, p. 2)

By referring to the process whereby meanings are ‘interpersonally 
charged’ the authors highlight the way in which semiotic resources ‘enact 
social relations’, and so again this is about focusing on engendering soli-
darity and the sociality of such meaning-making practices.

In their article Wignell et al. (2017) examine the use of ‘bonding icons’ 
to explain how certain objects come to symbolize unity and hold emo-
tional importance for a certain community. A bonding icon can be used to 
align people and represent a community’s world view. Pertinently they give 
as an example the blended peace symbol with the Eiffel Tower, which was 
designed by French illustrator Jean Jullien and posted on Twitter in the 
hours following the November 2015 terrorist attacks in Paris. This icon’s 
dissemination is also one of those traced in Bruns and Hanusch’s (2017) 
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article comparing audiovisual material on Twitter following the Paris and 
Brussels attacks. In their conclusions, Bruns and Hanusch (2017, p. 1138) 
stress the significance of ‘affective intent’ in the sharing of photos and 
drawings during crisis moments to the extent that the ‘affective response 
becomes newsworthy in its own right’ as it becomes remediated in the 
news context. The point here is that creative imagery and affective content 
have an important role to play alongside factual footage when it comes to 
shaping the intelligibility of such shocking events.

We can note a striking constellation of semiotic resources at play in 
Fig. 12.3. The posterization effect and sans serif font visually reference the 
‘Hope’ poster of Obama, in this case associating the two politicians’ 
 political values through corresponding design features, rather than point-
ing out their dissimilarities (as suggested in the many Donald Trump vari-
ations). The photographic portrait of Jo Cox is here reduced to five bright 
but flat colors with high saturation in a bold print, or poster style design, 
associated with promotional or activist imagery. The warm reds and 
oranges align with the energy and warmth of the subject (Kress & Van 
Leeuwen, 2002), while ‘Rest in Power’ stems from the hip hop commu-
nity and LGBT activism in the United States.

Fig. 12.3 ‘Rest in 
Power’. This was used 
by Time Out London to 
promote the Trafalgar 
Square event on 22 June 
(McGinn, 2016). 
Illustration reproduced 
with kind permission 
from Daniel Murtha

 K. PARRY



237

In Fig. 12.4, the respected Palestinian cartoonist Emad Hajjaj pays trib-
ute to Jo Cox, reimagined as the ‘figurehead’ on the prow of a ship bear-
ing the Union Jack. But she is not a wooden or immobile figure; rather she 
is depicted as responsive, reaching out to much smaller figures in a boat, 
possibly representing refugees. The blue jacket worn by Cox in many pho-
tos is now white, connoting purity and spirituality. The caption reads ‘For 
the soul of Jo Cox, 1974–2016’ and there is certainly a religious or mysti-
cal character to this image, not only in the coloring but in her godlike 
blessing of the tiny figures reaching up to her. In both Figs. 12.3 and 12.4, 
there is a message of transcendence, with references to the soul of Jo Cox 
and to her power to affect social change in death. The creativity of those 
responding to her death also speaks to the way in which  co- constructing a 
political legacy necessarily embraces the aesthetic, cultural and moral.

The cartoon from Emad Hajjaj is just one example which demonstrates 
how ‘[n]ew textures of collectivity emerge’ in such online spaces of com-
munication, where networked media technologies enable a number of 
‘differentiated collectivities’ to be defined and constructed, and the 
responses to Jo Cox’s death were certainly transnational and multi-lingual 
(Couldry & Hepp, 2017, p. 175). Images of Jo Cox being remembered 
in Hebron, Palestine, and in Aleppo, Syria, are also shared.

Fig. 12.4 Cartoon is by the Palestinian cartoonist Emad Hajjaj. Credit: Emad 
Hajjaj/Cartoon Movement
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Twitter and Facebook take on their publicity and fund-raising functions 
at this stage as we see the engagement and solidarity fostered online move 
into social action. In only three days following her death, the informal Jo 
Cox fund on ‘gofundme’ had raised £1 million and continued to attract 
donations. Such efforts became formalized and in January 2017 the Jo 
Cox Foundation was granted charitable status so it could continue to sup-
port various causes, including support for Syrian refugees and initiatives to 
combat loneliness and social isolation in the United Kingdom.

The impetus for the collective online mourning practices is the terrorist 
murder of a young female MP. But Cox was relatively unknown until her 
death, having only served in Parliament for a year. She was not a national 
cultural icon or hero. As a targeted victim of a terror attack, the memorial-
izing of Jo Cox falls between the fan-style commemoration when a star 
dies, and the generalized shock and grief shared with those victims of a 
terrorist attack who only become known to the public through their pho-
tographs and naming in the media. Outside of her constituency and the 
Labour party she was not a recognized political figure to the general pub-
lic, but in her violent death, she becomes a symbol for a certain political 
vision (idealistic, compassionate, cosmopolitan), undoubtedly linked to 
her support for Remain. Because Jo Cox was targeted for her political 
beliefs, she is not an incidental victim. It is as a retrospective public figure 
that we come to know her and recognize her as a symbol or even icon for 
positive politics.

Looking in the Dark Corners

What about those who fail to subscribe to the norms of collective mourning?
There has been widespread attention recently to the incivility expressed 

on social media and the possible motivations for ‘trolls’ who might simply 
be hoping to engender a negative emotional response. The spaces for 
online participation and connection are often characterized in metaphors 
of ‘clouds’ and ‘global villages’, but occasionally the sensation is more like 
finding yourself in a dark corner. This spatial metaphor also reflects the 
inequalities of access and legitimacy; the atomization of figures such as 
Mair, and those who cast him as a hero. ‘Tommy Mair’ is named on 
Twitter as the killer soon after 3 p.m. on 16 June, with comments focusing 
on his ‘loner’ status, mental health issues, whether he shouted ‘Britain 
First’ and how he would be labeled a terrorist if Muslim: ‘They’re always 
loners when they’re white’.
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I would like to focus on a cartoon image shared on 17 June, the day 
after the murder.

Using an expression conventionally associated with grieving or families 
of victims, ‘Our thoughts go out to …’, @NANorthEast here applies those 
words to Thomas Mair, accompanied with a cluster of hashtags (Fig. 12.5). 
Addressed in this way, the murderer becomes a subject for empathizing 
grief. The recognizable moral functions of media reporting of violent 
death are subverted here in a shocking combination of words and image.

The image requires explanation, with a mix of cultural codes that blend 
the local, national and the transnational. The cartoon image is recognizably 
based on the local news photograph of Mair which had originally appeared 
in Batley News when Mair was interviewed about his volunteer work as a 
gardener. This soon becomes the mainstream media image of Mair, repro-
duced across the news media sphere. Thus, the general compositional 

Fig. 12.5 Tweet 
shared on 17 June 2016 
by National Action 
North East
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inspiration is extracted from a news photograph. The mundane photo-
graphic background is replaced with the Union Jack flag—clearly linking 
Mair with patriotic symbolism.

The final striking modification is Mair’s green face. If anything, this 
cartoon image seems to attract more attention from perplexed tweeters, 
who either copy it to the local police or express puzzlement as to why he 
is green. But for those on the far right, the green face is, of course, a refer-
ence to Pepe the Frog, the internet meme used on 4Chan and in other 
platforms as a mascot of the far right. The original creator of Pepe, Matt 
Furie, is now fighting this use of his creation wherever it promotes hate, 
employing cease and desist letters and Digital Millennium Copyright Act 
notices (Gault, 2018). The creative transformation of Mair’s photographic 
image into this cartoon combines the recognizability of the news photo-
graph, the memetic power of Pepe the Frog and the national symbolism of 
the flag. However, it fails to gain any traction in the ad hoc Twitter public.

The symbolism here is about creating an in-group, a visual in-joke for 
those conversant with Pepe’s digital transformation as a symbol of hate. 
But the dissemination of tweets celebrating Mair as a ‘hero’ is limited in 
practice and such posts are generally ignored or disputed by other users. 
That is not to deny that a number of far-right groups, including National 
Action but also beyond the United Kingdom, perpetuated the idea of Jo 
Cox as a traitor. Indeed, National Action adopted Mair’s stated name, ‘My 
name is Death to Traitors, Freedom for Britain’, as its listing on Google 
before their website was removed. Despite being proscribed as a terrorist 
organization under the Terrorism Act 2000 since December 2016, we 
cannot assume that its members have simply given up its ideology of hate. 
On 27 October 2017, the Guardian reported that a 22-year-old man had 
been arrested for planning to kill Labour MP Rosie Cooper with a machete 
allegedly in the name of National Action (Grierson & Greenfield, 2017).

During the murder trial, it was confirmed that Mair’s home contained 
a shrine-like bookcase full of white supremacist and neo-Nazi material. 
The timing would suggest that the Brexit campaign had fueled his deter-
mination to kill Jo Cox but just how much the toxic political discourse 
contributed to his actions is hard to judge. Leave campaigners berated 
what they saw as Remainers’ attempts to exploit the murder for political 
gain and to connect his actions with the rhetoric of their campaign. Such 
debates are beyond the scope of this chapter but this was undoubtedly an 
act of political extremism; one which seemed to symbolize where stoking 
hatred of others leads but also conversely how the emotion of love can be 
harnessed for social and political change.
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conclusIons

As more events are researched in this way, we can build up a broader 
understanding of the role that shared symbols and images play across 
local, national and international intersecting communities, especially in 
times of crisis and shock. In this conclusion, I would like to briefly reflect 
on the findings in relation to both the role of the visual in the formations 
of publics on social media and the way in which Jo Cox’s legacy is retro-
spectively molded in order to engender a positive political vision.

The visual material shared in this case does not follow other terror 
attacks in originating from module phone footage (citizen witnessing) or 
news coverage, but predominantly presents a portrait of Jo Cox (photo-
graphed in her role as an MP) or a drawing, alongside an extract of her 
speech. As I have argued, such sharing practices co-create a ‘bonding icon’ 
(Wignell et al., 2017), which re-casts Jo Cox as a retrospective public fig-
ure whose values are to be admired and followed. In becoming a publicly 
recognizable figure in the wake of her violent death, Jo Cox’s values 
become crystallized by the creative efforts of others, who form a commu-
nity around her image and political vision. Icons symbolize the mytholo-
gies of a better society, and so what we see here is the iconization of Jo 
Cox: a figure who becomes heroic in death. This co-created iconization 
serves to make her death comprehensible and to reclaim the meaning of 
the tragic event by fostering feelings of belonging, love and togetherness 
in the spirit of #MoreInCommon.

Importantly, there is not a single icon or image but multiple manifesta-
tions of the same message in multimodal form. This constellation or accu-
mulation of similar but different ‘iconic’ images chimes with other authors’ 
re-conceptualizations of icons in recent studies. For example, Bruns and 
Hanusch (2017) argue that in a connective environment we should move 
beyond the traditional focus on photographs to include drawings, videos 
and re-appropriations, while Berkowitz (2017) examines political cartoons 
alongside news photographs. In truth, the malleability of icons and their 
re-worked appropriations have already been scrutinized by leading schol-
ars in the field (Hariman & Lucaites, 2007), but the idea that an assem-
blage of similar but different images works to form an icon collectively is 
a newer idea. Here, Maria Rovisco’s (2017) work on the image of the 
occupied square as a global icon for the Indignados movement is valuable. 
In this case, rather than a single image, the multiplicity of images and their 
rapid circulation across media are the very features which demonstrate 
recognition and meaning for audiences across national contexts: ‘In this 
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sense, the occupied square is not reduced to a single and situated iconic 
moment of dissent but becomes a universal model of citizen protest to be 
used elsewhere in the world in struggles for a better democratic politics’ 
(2017, p. 354). The icon is conceived here not as the exceptional one-off 
photograph, but the generic, universal model or template suitable for cir-
culation as a symbolic resource for political change.

The political and affective are deeply entwined in the statements and 
images shared. The photographs show us the living, smiling Jo Cox as a 
parliamentarian, and so conjure an earlier time, but their function is 
future-oriented for those sharing it: to imagine ourselves and others living 
according to Cox’s ideals and fight for those causes that Cox would have 
been promoting. In Papacharissi’s words cited earlier, imagining who ‘we 
might be, and how we might get there’ (2016, p. 311). This is, therefore, 
part of a wider political project.

At a moment in which political affiliations are polarized in the referen-
dum debate, the #MoreInCommon hashtag and campaigning initiatives 
in memory of Jo Cox ask others to imagine what Cox could have achieved. 
She becomes both a retrospective public figure and a prospective icon for 
social change. Even if instigated by an elite political community (with the 
Labour party, Hope Not Hate, and Oxfam as leading actors), 
#MoreInCommon as a movement only becomes meaningful through col-
laborative and intersubjective articulations. But there are tensions here in 
generating consensus and pluralism as a way to fight populism and divi-
sion. An attempt to remake the world following the legacy of Jo Cox 
(women’s rights, welcoming refugees, combating loneliness), for some, 
imposes a potentially constraining universalism and uneasy togetherness. 
Resistance and struggles over Cox’s legacy are to be expected—indeed, it 
would be more worrying if they did not exist.

For those inclined to kick against conformity, being exhorted to have 
‘more in common’ could serve to encourage performances of difference 
and deviant behaviors. This might take harmless and even healthy forms in 
most cases, but the extreme manifestations celebrate the murder and incite 
hatred, particularly directed toward Muslims, immigrants, women and 
refugees. Such pre-existing divisive communities are also adept at using 
social media to express affinities and build solidarities. In this case, they 
were however relatively isolated in terms of retweeting or support-
ive comments.

It is too early to know how Jo Cox will be remembered in the longer 
political history of the United Kingdom and whether the campaigns she 
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inspired will sustain. But both grassroots community-building initiatives 
and government-led programs undertaken in her name, to combat loneli-
ness and social isolation, for example, have already been funded, realized 
and celebrated. Many of these efforts have been criticized for their ‘soft’ 
politics, focused on bringing neighbors together across social and political 
divides for street parties, picnics and football tournaments, for instance. 
Most notably the first ‘Great Get Together’, held in partnership with The 
Big Lunch on the anniversary of Jo Cox’s death, reportedly attracted 
9.3 million participants in June 2017 (Eden Project, 2017). Women are 
often at the heart of organizing such events, hoping to heal deep social 
divisions by sharing food and encouraging conversation. It is undoubtedly 
idealistic but it is a good place to start. I would argue that such acts of 
community-building are political in nature, engendering concerns for oth-
ers’ well-being and offering a more hopeful political vision. Jo Cox: 
Rest in Power.
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CHAPTER 13

Picturing the Political: Embodied Visuality 
of Protest Imagery

Bolette B. Blaagaard

This chapter argues that in the age of digital imagery, the political and 
social implications of iconic imagery suggested by Hariman and Lucaites 
(2007) in their seminal work on icons have developed into processes 
marked by viral dissemination as well as material qualities defined by 
embodied gestures. Whereas processes of viral dissemination underscored 
and supported by appropriations of iconic imagery have been argued to be 
integral to the definition of iconicity in the digital age (Bruns & Hanusch, 
2017; Mortensen, 2017), the political and social role played by materiality 
and embodied gestures has yet to be understood in relation to iconicity.

Clearly, images’ ability to enable social change and political engage-
ment varies. Mortensen (2017) identifies two particular modalities 
through which viral icons are politically expressed and sustained through 
appropriations of the objects: first, decontextualization places the photo-
graphed object in a vacuum of emotional yearning. Appropriated images 
such as those of the Syrian refugee boy, who drowned off the coast of 
Turkey, and in which he is photoshopped or drawn to lie sleeping in a bed, 
are examples of decontextualization. This kind of appropriation sparks 
moral outrage and pity, which in turn may produce political response and 
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calls for change (Chouliaraki, 2013; Mortensen, 2017). Second, 
 recontextualization reproduces the object in a different context, which 
allows for political critique. An example of this modality is the placement 
of the Syrian refugee boy in the UN headquarters or other political set-
tings, indirectly linking his death to global politics. Crucial to Mortensen’s 
argument is that the viral quality and creative reproduction—be it in con-
testation or confirmation of the original icon—is a defining element of 
iconicity in connective media ecology. Images most widely shared hold 
potential for iconic status (Bruns & Hanusch, 2017, p. 1132).

This chapter turns its attention to the political quality within the images 
by distinguishing between the political currency of iconicity as it is devel-
oped and analyzed by Hariman and Lucaites (2007) and that of spaces of 
appearance as understood by Mirzoeff (2017a). The former is based on the 
premise that iconic photojournalism supports the liberal democratic soci-
ety by being the glue that binds democracy. Iconic images, Hariman and 
Lucaites argue, are “an aesthetically familiar form of civic performance” 
(Hariman & Lucaites, 2007, p. 29). The latter is defined as “emanate[ing] 
from the space of appearance, contain[ing] its potential and is not simply 
about it (as in the form of photojournalism)” (Mirzoeff, 2017a, p. 40). In 
this way, the two distinct modalities of protest images create different 
political responses. Both responses are political, however in different ways. 
Whereas “iconic” imagery underscores a liberal democratic politics, pro-
test images—or “political” images in the sense used by Chantal Mouffe 
(2007) and others—break with deliberation and emerge as a space of pro-
test. The two modalities are not mutually exclusive nor are they easy to 
identify and differentiate within a given image. Rather they are both con-
sidered modes of visual, political expressions that produce particular and 
distinct effects and affects. Turning to the imagery of the civil rights orga-
nization Black Lives Matter, I explore how images depicting protests 
orchestrated by and for the civil rights movement are considered delibera-
tively political in the traditionally understood iconic modality of Hariman 
and Lucaites or in the way Mirzoeff’s protesting images are political. The 
protests against the impunity enjoyed by a number of police officers after 
the deaths of young African American men (in particular following the 
death of Michael Brown in 2014) have produced several images that have 
surfaced and circulated as iconic and politically charged reminders of the 
struggle and injustice of the racial system in place in the United States. 
This chapter argues that in this case, it is not the reach of circulation nor 
the de- or recontextualizations of particular objects that define the images’ 
iconicity. Rather, it is the embodied and material gestures featured in the 
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images and their bodily reproducibility that amount to political acts of 
visual contestation arranged in concert with material protest. This is not to 
say that the two political expressions cannot coexist. Indeed, most political 
images display a mix of both deliberative iconicity and agonistic, embod-
ied protest. However, I argue that what makes the protest imagery of 
Black Lives Matter forceful is the embodied politics embedded in the 
imagery. Thus, the relationship between visuality of imagery and the 
materiality of embodied gestures is paramount to the discursive analysis 
and discussion of iconicity in this chapter.

I begin by presenting the classic text of iconicity presented by Hariman 
and Lucaites in order to set it against a discussion of Mirzoeff’s concept of 
the space of appearance before embarking on a visual discursive analysis of 
two particular gestures that have made the rounds in connection to Black 
Lives Matter protests. The two kinds of gestures portrayed in protest 
imagery are, first, the representation of a singular person (often female) 
facing weaponized police officers and, second, the gesture of people rais-
ing their hands accompanied by placards with the text “Hands up! Don’t 
Shoot!”. The two representations, which are the empirical focus in this 
chapter, are not individual images that somehow gained particular reso-
nance during the height of protests. Rather, it is argued, they may be 
understood as embodied gestures that when repeated create a visualiza-
tion that goes beyond the image and ventures into the materiality of pro-
testing bodies, underscoring their political urgency.

Icons and PolItIcal acts

In the principal work on icons, Robert Hariman and John Louis Lucaites 
(2007) argue for the civic and social role of (iconic) photojournalism. 
Images, they argue, reproduce the public visuality and invite participants 
to engage through appropriations and republication of images. That is, an 
iconic image is iconic partly due to its replicability and appropriations (see 
also Mortensen, 2017). These modalities allow people to partake in shap-
ing society and our common imaginary by drawing on already established 
contingencies. Iconic images “coordinat[e] an array of semiotic transcrip-
tions that project an emotional scenario to manage a basic contradiction 
or recurrent crisis” (Hariman & Lucaites, 2007, p.  29). Hariman and 
Lucaites discuss five elements to iconic imagery at length.

First, iconic images are seen as producing “aesthetic familiarity”, which 
to Hariman and Lucaites is about “representing events according to 
 conventions” (p. 30). At first glance then, it would appear that Hariman 
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and Lucaites’ conceptualization of iconic images and photojournalism 
more broadly is built on the premise of the public sphere and deliberative 
democratic participation. If iconic photographs are iconic because they are 
immediately recognizable rather than disruptive or surprising to the 
viewer, their qualities are necessarily that of accustomed perceptions and 
cannot be considered political beyond the public sphere (see also Blaagaard, 
2018). Second, Hariman and Lucaites’ conceptualization of “civic perfor-
mance” follows the same logic: performativity is the citation of the same 
that (re)produces the public. Although Hariman and Lucaites contend 
that “both error and dissent” (p. 33) are possible, it is mainly to be under-
stood as modalities of political strategy in which errors and dissent may be 
used to frame reality in accordance with or decidedly against already estab-
lished politics. Similarly, the audience may intervene but will only be rec-
ognized publicly insofar as they adhere to social codes. Thus, political 
identity emerges from social practices, particular peoples and specific 
places through communicative media articulating a culture (pp. 33–34). 
The social codes are, third, semiotically transcribed and articulate 
“romance, tragedy, gender, class, nationalism, technocracy, and many 
other forms of collective organization” (p. 34). Collectivity is engendered 
through the fourth element of iconic imagery: emotionality, which is 
evoked through images and which draws on embodied experience and 
social understanding. Finally, crises are part of iconicity but have no defini-
tive resolution. Rather they poke and prod us as we gaze upon the icon.

When appropriations are applied to highlight gender, ethnicity and 
race, Hariman and Lucaites initially argue for a depoliticized reading. To 
illustrate, they use the example of the Iwo Jima icon, which is celebrated 
for its egalitarian ethos, while simultaneously appearing to be a picture of 
white men (Hariman & Lucaites, 2007, p.  43). Hariman and Lucaites 
reject the notion that the image represents a certain racial bias in the 
understanding of US citizenship and public. Rather, they assert that the 
principle of racial equality “has no motivational power without social 
embodiment, which always will be limited to some and exclude others” 
(p. 43). Therefore, the apparent whiteness1 of the soldiers of Iwo Jima is 

1 Hariman and Lucaites are interested in the visual appearance of the servicemen in the 
photo. The fact that one of the servicemen, Ira Hayes, was Native American seems to slip 
their analysis. Hayes’ identity and precarious citizenship status within the United States and 
service in the US Army hint at the complex history and memory of race and racial politics 
condoned and sustained by government. See Andersen (2013).
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arbitrary and inconsequential. Even in gendered and racial appropriations 
of the image, the problem of the discrepancy between ideological princi-
ples and embodies realities persists, believe Hariman and Lucaites. Critical 
anti-racist readings of the image of Iwo Jima, then, are to Hariman and 
Lucaites misinterpretations, because the image has been used to gather 
public support for the war, which would not have been possible had it 
produced a racial bias. However, this argument disregards the fact that the 
abstract notion of the public in the public sphere may be conceived of as 
white, insofar as whiteness represents universality in the US social and 
political realm. If the critique of the public sphere (Fraser, 1990; Gonzáles 
& Torres, 2011; Mirzoeff, 2011, 2017a) is taken into account, the image 
of the flag raising of Iwo Jima may both be an image of the whiteness of 
America as well as an image that is meant to gather support for the contin-
ued war. Such a seemingly paradoxical reading of the image would be 
possible because of whiteness’ universality in American ideology and cul-
ture. White men may stand in for all men in the United States. Following 
this logic, Hariman and Lucaites continue to argue that “some forms of 
public address may prove better suited than others” and that some forms 
would be perceived “to be means of distortion and manipulation rather 
than rational deliberation” (2007, p. 43). “The widely disseminated visual 
image provides the public audience with a sense of shared experience that 
anchors the necessarily impersonal character of public discourse in the 
motivational ground of social life”, they conclude (p. 43). That is, in the 
US public sphere, white is considered impersonal, and therefore universal, 
and all-encompassing and therefore the seemingly white soldiers of Iwo 
Jima represent all colors and citizens. Hariman and Lucaites then follow 
Habermas (1989) closely in bracketing off the difference as inconsequen-
tial and therefore the common good as an understanding reached through 
deliberation among people of universal sameness (Fraser, 1990).

While some images’ qualities of iconicity (and not others) may seem to 
come naturally, the selectivity eventually raises the question of on what 
terms and due to what qualities particular images become viewed as repre-
sentational of society and common interests, that is, why do some images 
become iconic (Mortensen, 2017). Further, may the common interest and 
recognizability of certain images over others be grounded not only in 
majority but also in power of definition? That is, would the flag of Iwo 
Jima be considered iconic in the first place had the ethnicity of the 
 portrayed servicemen been discernible? Would they have appealed to the 
“necessarily impersonal character of public discourse” and been able to 
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represent “social life” in general? Hariman and Lucaites insistence on a 
depoliticization of images, their circulation and production, as well as the 
authors’ exclusion of power in their analyses leave the audience and view-
ers of images powerless, despite their access to technology and potential 
abilities to (re)appropriate icons. The only way audiences may intervene 
and use iconic images to further their political causes is through the uses 
of appropriations and “such variations can only be persuasive if the origi-
nal model is widely recognized and valued” (Hariman & Lucaites, 2007, 
p.  288). This means that audiences are doomed to respond to already 
established power relations rather than creating original political, 
visual acts.

Hariman and Lucaites defend their stance by critiquing cultural studies’ 
critical readings of technology and representation, arguing that they lead 
to preconceived conclusions and misconceptions about media communi-
cation power (pp. 28–29). Critical readings may or may not have been 
unnecessarily dogmatic when it comes to understanding the impact of 
mass media and communication technologies in the past; however, 
Hariman and Lucaites arguably throw out the baby with the bathwater, 
when they dismiss othered identity formations and political subjectivities 
to be recognized as significant in their analyses. They regret that no images 
of civil rights’ struggles or images from the feminist movement make it to 
the top tier of iconic imagery but seem to miss the point that the necessity 
of mainstream acceptability to iconicity may have less to do with the num-
ber of people subscribing to the “mainstream” and more to do with the 
political, social and economic power they possess. In other words, in the 
United States—which is the focus of their study—the mainstream is white, 
male and conservative, despite the fact that white, conservative men are 
not the majority of the population. This skewed representation and con-
comitantly reach of distribution continue to be demonstrable today (Bruns 
& Hanusch, 2017, p. 1139).

a sPace of aPPearance

If Hariman and Lucaites’ iconic images represent continuous political 
reproducibility, Mirzoeff’s space of appearance is a space of creative and 
embodied rupture. In his work on visual culture, Nicholas Mirzoeff does 
not use the idea of a space of appearance the way Hannah Arendt  originally 
developed it (Arendt, 1958). Whereas Arendt’s idea of “the potential 
space of appearance” emerges “between men” (pp. 199–200), Mirzoeff 
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thinks of a space of appearance as a reoccurring event in which embodied 
and situated expressions make up the groundwork for political manifesta-
tions and desires for social change. In this way, the space of appearance is 
perhaps closer related to Arendt’s idea of power, which “is actualized only 
where word and deed have not parted company, where words are not 
empty … and deeds not used to violate and destroy but to establish rela-
tions and create new realities” (Arendt, 1958, p. 200). Mirzoeff’s space of 
appearance is akin to the Deleuzian concept of the recurrent events that 
are processes of becoming and repeatable in different settings, times and 
spaces (Patton, 2006). Because of the singular nature of an event, a space 
of appearance cannot occur in surveillance mode or as a disciplinary tool, 
which runs on contingencies and causalities over time. Further, it is not 
about reaching a consensus on a topic or interrogating and discussing 
social and political issues, as in the classical understanding of a public 
sphere (Habermas, 1989) or even an agonistic or participatory space in 
which debates and standpoints are held up to scrutiny (Mouffe, 2007). 
Mirzoeff’s space of appearance, rather, emanates from that about which it 
speaks—words and deeds are unified. It is a situated knowledge (Haraway, 
1988): grounded in the local community, embodied in the people affected, 
and encouraging concrete political actions and change. The space of 
appearance, thus, is about being able to appear, not as an object, repre-
sented by others or participating on their terms, but as a political, collec-
tive and social subject.

The space of appearance agonistically relates to a politics of visibility or 
visuality, in Mirzoeff’s terms. However, rather than simply a logic that 
upholds a right to representation and participation, visuality is moreover 
an aesthetic order among people made up of structures of visibility and 
invisibility that classify and separate individuals into grievable, political 
lives and culturally objectified lives, thus generating a “complex of visual-
ity” (Mirzoeff, 2011, p.  34). Leaning on a definition of Foucault’s 
Benthamian panopticon as a disciplinary mechanism based on the “eyes 
that must see without being seen” (Foucault, 1977, p. 171), visuality, like 
surveillance, is a disciplinary power that normalizes judgment and func-
tions as a “value-giving” measure. As a result, “the perpetual penalty [of] 
the disciplinary institutions compares, differentiates, hierarchizes, homog-
enizes, excludes. In short, it normalizes” (Foucault, 1977, p. 183, italics 
in original). Mirzoeff, then, understands visuality as a disciplinary 
 institution, which he moreover identifies as the space of non-appearance: 
it goes beyond the visual and enters the mind to become an ideology.
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In her seminal work on the political ramifications of conflict images and 
frames of war, Judith Butler (2009) suggests that uprooting ideology “is 
not only a question of finding new content, but also of working with 
received renditions of reality to show how [the given frames of reality] can 
and do break with themselves”. The complex of visuality is in this termi-
nology a framed reality, which Mirzoeff critiques, and which Butler sug-
gests may bend and break, creating an opportunity for a space of appearance 
to occur. Her radical suggestion brings to the fore the agency of frames 
and with them our received notions of reality, that is, the relationship 
between spaces of (non-)appearance. The complex of visuality is brought 
about through circulation and dissemination. Moreover, digital images in 
particular—because of their material structures as assemblages within this 
complex—have agency and grant us an unprecedented possibility “to 
apprehend something about what or who is living but has not been gener-
ally ‘recognized’ as life” (Butler, 2009, p. 12). To Butler, then, creating a 
space of appearance, where there is none, is a political act that establishes 
recognizability to the citizen-subject. Mirzoeff argues that in order for 
visuals and visibility to serve democratic ends, it is necessary for accessibil-
ity to extend to more than image production and circulation. Visuality 
may be countered by the right to look (Mirzoeff, 2011) and provide 
“alternative readings […], which might establish new ruptures in our 
viewing of other people’s lives” (Zarzycka, 2012, p. 73; see also Blaagaard, 
Mortensen, & Neumayer, 2017). Marginalized individuals and groups 
must be able to claim the right to be seen on their own terms and using 
their own aesthetics—that is, they must be able to be seen as creating a 
space of appearance.

As an ideology, visuality goes beyond vision and encompasses all senses. 
In Mirzoeff’s words, it is “a collective way to look, visualize, and imagine” 
(Mirzoeff, 2017a, p. 85). Mirzoeff stresses the affirmative and creative 
forces of counter-political spaces. “Solidarity as a mutual seeing—enabled 
by social media, which creates a transnational space of appearance that 
might, in turn, form a different kind of politics” (p. 93). It is a becoming- 
minoritarian, which is a continuous reworking of collective and poten-
tially cosmopolitan subjectivity (Braidotti, 2006). In the concept of 
becoming-minoritarian, memory plays an important role. It is through 
the process of memory that structures of inclusion and exclusion occur 
and with them the potential to create counter-memories, to break frames 
and produce spaces of appearance. Memory, thus, is closely related to 
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imagination and creativity because of the active remembering of past and 
present events. Counter-memories produce the space of appearance con-
tinuously forming subjectivity. It “does not discipline, operate surveil-
lance, or categorize”. Rather, “it sends messages to the future”, Mirzoeff 
asserts (2017a, p. 40) echoing Braidotti, who “stresses the deep genera-
tive powers of memory as a political project” (2006, p. 167). However, 
although self- defined and crafted, the space of appearance is always already 
in agonistic relation to the dominant visuality or majoritarian ideology, for 
which the classic understanding of political iconography may serve as 
an example.

analyzIng the PolItIcal

Despite Hariman and Lucaites’ blind spots when it comes to power rela-
tions and differences, their notion of the iconic image and photojournal-
ism provides a very helpful starting point for analyzing the political act of 
Black Lives Matter—imagery. Some imagery produced of Black Lives 
Matter’s political acts may indeed not be recognized as iconic exactly 
because of the prevalent conceptualization of iconicity favored by Hariman 
and Lucaites. Nevertheless, the imagery has been termed iconic from time 
to time and therefore invites exploration into how iconicity may play out 
outside the white, liberal democratic mainstream. It would also seem that 
the rigid frame of Hariman and Lucaites’ definition of the icon does allow 
for bending or breaking, if perspectives are shifted from a political public 
sphere to a public of counter-subjectivities and embodied iconicity. In the 
following then, I will turn my attention to, first, the imagery that portrays 
a lone female figure facing a number of weaponized police officers. This 
image is often tagged as iconic, and I explore if this may be due to the fact 
that the image is read, not as a political act but as an appropriation. Second, 
I look at the gesture made by Black Lives Matter members and allies as a 
demonstration against the injustice and police brutality following the 
acquittal of officer Darren Wilson in 2014 for the killing of Michael 
Brown. The gesture amounts to raising both hands, often accompanied by 
placards with the text “Hands up! Don’t shoot!”. Using the different 
political concepts of Hariman and Lucaites and Mirzoeff, I explore why 
the images of people raising their hands in protest are not considered icons 
in the general sense, but how they may challenge iconicity by being appro-
priations of an embodied political act.
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Singular Person Confronting Police

From the many demonstrations and protests following the death of 
Michael Brown in 2014, photographs—often taken by professional pho-
tographers and distributed in mainstream media—of protesting masses or 
individuals have been produced and circulated online as well as in print. 
The first gesture I focus on in this chapter is that of a singular person fac-
ing police in heavy armor and weaponry. An example of this kind of pro-
jection is the image taken by photographer Jonathan Bachman in Baton 
Rouge, July 2016, which shows a woman standing seemingly quietly in 
the middle of a street as militarized police storm toward her. The exces-
siveness of the police officers’ military outfit is countered by the tranquility 
and everydayness of the black, singular woman in front of them, her dress 
flowing and her hands folded. Many other images of the same composi-
tion have appeared before and since. And there is a good reason to believe 
that more will appear along the way because the image is immediately 
recognizable and relatable to the viewer. I argue that this is so because it 
mimics the iconic photograph of the lone protester facing tanks in 
Tiananmen Square 1989.

In an illuminating analysis by Hariman and Lucaites (2007, pp. 208–42), 
the photograph of a lone Chinese protester facing a row of tanks on 
Tiananmen Square in 1989 is shown to advocate liberalism as the domi-
nant social order and in turn promote consumerism rather than citizen-
ship. While the photo, versions of which had been taken by several 
photographers, has been known to draw on semiotic codes connoting the 
individual against the system and human vulnerability against mechanic 
militarism, and seen as a critique of authoritarian regimes, Hariman and 
Lucaites also show that the perspective and the framing of the photo 
moreover point to a universalization of the conflict. They argue that the 
long distance between the object of the photo and the photographer as 
well as the directional lines on the otherwise empty street adhere to codes 
of modern political order and the surveillance and disciplining of modern 
liberalism. The image, then, universalizes the particular Chinese conflict 
and elevates its meaning to a call for western liberal ideals and democracy, 
based on freedom of the individual and rational deliberation. To western 
eyes, liberalism is based on the freedom to choose and pursue one’s dreams 
through consumption. This is why the photo to Hariman and Lucaites 
ultimately becomes a sign of western liberalism’s and consumerism’s 
global dominance. Because western liberalism understands social and 
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political progress to develop through stages leading toward the final stage, 
occupied by western states, China’s struggle, in this case, is seen to repre-
sent the western political past, pointing toward China’s future, which is 
understood to be modeled on the west. Hariman and Lucaites do not 
argue that the general meaning of dissent and democracy is not present in 
the photo. However, their reading sheds light on the mythology of west-
ern public culture and shows how easily we are persuaded of the common 
sense of liberal democracy and with it the propriety of the modern public 
sphere. A reading of dissent and democracy cannot stand alone but is 
intertwined with the mythology of public culture and visuality.

Similar to the man and the tanks in Tiananmen Square, the photo of 
the Black Lives Matter protester is framed to show her standing alone fac-
ing excessive military power toward which she appears passive and to 
which she must eventually surrender. This photo, too, draws on the social 
and semiotic codes of the individual against the system. It shows the indi-
vidual standing up to the system and encourages the viewer to feel the 
power of the people inherent in the composition and frame. If the man in 
Tiananmen Square needed to be viewed from a distance to allow the west-
ern viewers a gaze of surveillance that would enable them to mirror their 
own ideology of modernism in the image, no such distance is necessary 
when it comes to the photograph of the Black Lives Matter protester. It is 
already part of the western liberal democracy. The Black Lives Matter pro-
test photo instead shows not the future of another political culture, but 
the past within the US present, the lack of progress and equity when it 
comes to the racial, hierarchical system. The photo is taken from street 
level and shows clearly the particularity of the woman standing against the 
police. While the Chinese protester was shown from far away and from 
behind, excluding any significant markers that could identify details about 
him, the dress, hairstyle, and political and social markers are clearly visible 
in the case of the Black Lives Matter protester. The woman facing police 
was identified as Ieshia Evans, who placed herself in harm’s way because 
she had had enough: “People call us African Americans. But really we are 
Africans living in America. How can we call ourselves Americans when 
what is supposed to be our national constitution did not recognise us as 
human beings? We were not people—we were property. And despite the 
amendments, things have not really changed”, she wrote in a comment in 
The Guardian (Evans, 2016). Evans stood up in order to question the 
racial structures that underlie western liberal democracy. Evans questions 
the meaningfulness of a Constitution that is not upheld for all the people. 
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She points at the particular experience of African Americans and speaks her 
mind in a global newspaper following the initial attention, which she 
raised by her gesture which positioned her in front of police. The Chinese 
protester had no way of standing up to the western liberal media and tell 
his version of the struggle in China. Therefore, his photo was easily appro-
priated into the mythology of western liberal modernism. The question is, 
whether Evans’ photo is read with her words and with the gesture of par-
ticular experience necessary for a political act to create a space of appear-
ance? We could reasonably ask what personal implications the identification 
of Evans had for her personal life and safety? Both are questions of particu-
larity in an iconic representation. Calling the photo of Evans iconic may 
point to the fact that the photo is seen as a general struggle for liberty 
because of its loyal echoing of Tiananmen Square. As such, Evans was 
appropriating the iconicity of the Tiananmen Square photo rather than 
rupturing the participatory public space. However, the repetition of the 
iconic composition may also be understood as a way of bringing attention 
to the failure of the liberal modernist reading of that iconic photo. Taking 
a familiar stand, but with a difference, the flaws of universalism and abstract 
politics may come to light (Mirzoeff, 2017b).

Hands Up, Don’t Shoot

If the gesture of the lone person facing militarized police calls on ambigu-
ous conclusions, the images of people raising their hands pleading officers 
not to shoot make another reading possible. It is one of the most recog-
nizable representations from the Black Lives Matter movement: the 
repeated gesture of two raised hands, often accompanied by signs saying 
“Hands up, don’t shoot”. The gesture and saying have been performed at 
demonstrations, at football games, at concerts, in Congress by members 
of the Congressional Black Caucus and at Brown’s funeral and is a reen-
actment of the last moments of black teen Michael Brown’s life before he 
was shot and killed by officer Darren Wilson in August 2014. Whether the 
words and the gesture were actually pronounced and performed by Brown 
himself has been debated, most notably as part of the case against Wilson. 
During the trial, it was made clear that due to his gun wounds, Brown 
would have had difficulties raising both hands. Absurdly, this fact was used 
to discredit witness statements, which stated that Brown surrendered 
before he was shot (Mirzoeff, 2017a). Whatever the case, the reenactment 
of the alleged gesture became an embodied icon, reappropriated 
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 intentionally by different bodies (football players, politicians, activists) and 
at different venues (stadiums, Congress, the streets) but with the common 
political claim: defiance against police brutality, particularly aimed at 
black bodies.

Raising one’s hands in surrender and reenacting the gesture of Brown, 
then, is to be understood as reclaiming the gesture as a political act and 
rights claim, forging a space of appearance. While the performance may 
also be seen as a passive and even submissive gesture, playing into the 
hands of liberal, white America’s stereotypes about African Americans 
(Apel, 2014; Berger, 2011), staying passive may moreover highlight the 
excessive force with which passivity is met by law enforcement. The reen-
acted gesture of raising their hands and reproducing this gesture in digital 
imagery both reproduce and reclaim African American history and mem-
ory. The reenactment mimics gestures of surrender while protesting injus-
tices and this double-meaning of surrender and resistance produces 
ambivalence, a difference or an “inappropriateness”, that ruptures the dis-
course or habitus of American public life and self-understanding. The 
images almost mock the power differentials between white and black in 
the United States by using a gesture of surrender (Bhabha, 1994, 
pp. 85–93). “Hands up, don’t shoot” in this light may be seen as a “mode 
of critically evaluating the past as a means of forging identity and organiz-
ing for future struggles that lies outside of the formal disciplines of his-
tory” (Raiford, 2011, p. 212).

Clearly, the gesture is far from simple in its expression and interpreta-
tion, and many points of contestation and deconstruction—from the trial 
documents to liberal guilt (Apel, 2014; Berger, 2011)—underscore the 
fact that the gesture cannot be viewed as iconic. Not because it lacks aes-
thetic familiarity, civic performance, semiotic simplicity, emotionality or 
conflict but for three main reasons: First, the iconic elements are inten-
tional and derived from black perspectives. Unlike the impersonal charac-
teristic of mainstream (read: white) iconicity, “hands up, don’t shoot” 
draws on semiotic codes readily recognizable to African Americans, who 
have knowledge or experience of police violence and gun deaths among 
African American men in particular. The display of simultaneous vulnera-
bility and protest, embedded in the gesture, mirror the precariousness of 
African American lives. The civic performance in the gesture cannot 
reproduce the public sphere and ideal of the common good, because it 
brings another perspective to the table, a perspective that points toward 
the difference within the public, an inappropriateness, which has been 
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bracketed off in order to sustain the ideal of consensus. The gesture is not 
an appropriation, but an original and intentionally political act, which 
disrupts the visual public sphere by mimicking and mocking the differen-
tials and injustices of US racial politics. Second, the iconicity is embodied 
rather than visual. “Hands up, don’t shoot” is a physical, material act, 
which is reproduced and appropriated, reclaiming “the right to existence” 
(Mirzoeff, 2017a, p. 100). By repeating the gesture of Michael Brown, 
the protesters embody—rather than represent—the rights claim. 
Nevertheless, the gesture is distributed and circulated visually through 
digital media and platforms, constituting a spontaneous meme that initi-
ates an interaction between direct, embodied action and digital media and 
provides the protesters with a new self-image (Mirzoeff, 2015, p. 297). 
Mirzoeff identifies this interaction as a new modality of visual culture, 
which allows it to generate visual activist projects—visual political acts. 
Finally, one of the initial photographs of the gesture, which portrayed a 
large group of people at Howard University in 2014 standing silently with 
raised hands, was taken by the student, Ikenna Ikeotuonye, to circulate on 
social media. Thus, Ikeotuonye created the political instance or event of 
and from the student body impacted by the racial structures underlying 
Brown’s death.

“Hands up, don’t shoot” does not only show us opportunities for par-
ticipating in public by reappropriating the original embodied icon through 
similarly embodied repetitions of the gesture rather than by digital decon-
textualization and recontextualization (as it was also the case in the analy-
sis of the singular person confronting police), but the gesture moreover 
challenges the ideal of iconicity by growing from an embodied and situ-
ated reality, thus creating political acts in a space of appearance. This means 
that both the original icon and its appropriations are simultaneously inten-
tionally embodied and digitally networked and archived. By insisting on 
the embodied action, “hands up, don’t shoot” proposes a perspective of 
the vulnerable, protesting body instead of the impersonal character of uni-
versal whiteness. “Hands up, don’t shoot” is an arresting gesture that, like 
a photograph, pauses action perpetually in order to allow us to reflect on 
that which followed. But unlike a photograph, “the action prevents the 
media from its usual call for closure, healing, and moving on”, argues 
Mirzoeff (2017a, p. 103). Continual bodily reenactments serve as remind-
ers of the ruptures and encourage new perspectives on police violence and 
racial bias.
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concludIng remarks

Through visual discursive analyses, this chapter has sought to theorize an 
embodied visual gesture that brings about political acts of change and may 
help define when an image is potentially iconic or political, that is, delib-
erative or agonistic or indeed simultaneously both. The analyses of these 
photographed gestures call on another understanding of the political 
image and the power of the visual in the digital era that goes beyond the 
two-dimensional imagery and the digital circulation and reproduction. 
Embodied reappropriations are not limited to the imagery of civil rights 
movements. The drowned Syrian boy on the beach has been reappropri-
ated by Chinese dissident and artist Ai Weiwei as well as by a group of 
Moroccans, who reenacted the pose of the dead boy for 20 minutes on a 
Moroccan beach (Mortensen, 2017). “Hands up, don’t shoot!”, however, 
is purposely political and therefore unapologetically calls on political 
change. It is the explicitness of the call—one that does not come with 
hopes of empathy or pity, but with a claim for political action and subjec-
tivity—that brings about the space of appearance. In the case of the person 
facing militarized police, the gesture mimics previous iconic images and 
allows critique and political deliberation to occur. As such, the imagery 
sparks questions of the universality of white representation in US society 
and the racial structures it implies. But it does not generate a space of 
appearance, because it cannot escape the charge that it represents or is 
about political change, rather than being of and from it. Iconicity in the 
digital era, then, draws on different rhetoric from one of liberal demo-
cratic deliberation. In addition to wide reach through multiple shares and 
appropriations, it may be understood as embodied and material. This 
materiality of iconicity challenges the depoliticized conceptualization of 
icons through particular and situated claims to rights and appearance.
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CHAPTER 14

Connective Politics, Videos, and Algorithms: 
YouTube’s Mediation of Audiovisual Political 

Communication

Andrea Medrado, Simone do Vale, and Adilson Cabral

IntroductIon

In 2018, Brazil witnessed several unpopular measures imposed by the 
Michel Temer Government (2016–2018) such as a freeze on state spend-
ing in health care and education. As a way to demonstrate their resistance 
to this scenario, Guilherme Boulos, the leader of the Homeless Workers’ 
Movement (Movimento dos Trabalhadores Sem Teto—MTST), and 
Sonia Guajajara, an activist from the Articulation of the Brazilian 
Indigenous Peoples (Articulação dos Povos Indígenas do Brasil—APIB), 
have both joined the Socialism and Liberty Party (PSOL) to run as candi-
dates for president and vice-president, respectively. Guajajara is also the 
first indigenous person in Brazilian history to take part in the presidential 
elections.

To denounce the harsh measures inflicted on workers and indigenous 
peoples, both movements elaborate digital narratives that are eminently 
performative and visually compelling. In this regard, YouTube videos play 
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a key role as engaging narrative components. As Mattias Ekman and 
Andreas Widholm (2017) observe, social media platforms blur the bound-
aries between private and public, and in the case of visual political com-
munication, this implies not only “new expressions of celebrity politics” 
but new technological arrangements that remain particular obscure, such 
as algorithms (2017, p. 16).

Consequently, this study is particularly concerned with the mediation 
of video content across commercial platforms. Unlike conventional broad-
casting media, such as television or radio, YouTube’s inner mechanisms 
might have an impact on what types of content users view. By assembling 
networks of related videos through its recommendation system, YouTube 
can influence which videos might be suggested to individual users. Yet, 
YouTube’s recommendation system has been understudied by media 
scholars. Therefore, by addressing this gap, we wish to understand the 
interplay between political communication, media activism strategies, and 
digital platforms’ algorithms. In order to achieve this, we draw from a 
Brazilian case study that shows the mediated YouTube linkages between 
the aforementioned social movements, the Homeless Workers’ and the 
Indigenous Peoples’ Movements, and one political party, PSOL. We then 
choose one YouTube video from each of these three social actors and 
employ YouTube’s data-mining application Data Tools to trace the net-
works of recommended videos that are generated from each of the three 
selected videos. This allows us to problematize the power relations 
involved in the mediation of political communication based on visual con-
tent and visual aspects. It also enables us to understand how YouTube’s 
business interests and technologies can affect the reach of videos that 
address issues of democracy, diversity, and citizenship.

In terms of theoretical perspectives, this chapter draws on the multidis-
ciplinary field of platform studies. Born out of the need to adapt media 
studies methodologies to digital environments, platform studies concern 
the analysis of platforms (social media, gaming, and content sharing appli-
cations) as “sets of relations” (Van Dijck, 2013). In other words, platform 
studies analyze affordances: relations involving digital media and objects 
that affect, constrain, or allow individual agency. In order to observe these 
affordances, we need to access the platforms’ application programming 
interfaces, which provide public data on actions performed within a digital 
environment (Latour, 2005; Plantin, Lagoze, Edwards, & Sandvig, 2016). 
Here, however, from a media studies perspective, we can identify a gap in 
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the literature, as little is known about the technological aspects of algo-
rithms and recommendation systems. Thus, our aim is to explore the same 
network analytical tools employed by big data studies from a perspective 
that is neither statistical nor functionalist. Networks are not static objects 
and, especially in the case of YouTube videos, statistics may vary according 
to daily video uploads or when algorithms are modified. Additionally, pop-
ularity is a business asset that deeply affects YouTube’s recommendation 
system (Van Dijck, 2013).

Based on these theoretical and methodological approaches, we wish to 
analyze the ways in which the Homeless Workers’ and the Indigenous 
Peoples’ movements connect their different struggles and claims by exam-
ining both movements’ YouTube networks of related videos. We also ask: 
how do they make sense of their alliance with the PSOL Party as a narra-
tive, especially considering the role played by nonhuman actors—
YouTube’s algorithms—in the mediation of this content? What sort of 
related content does YouTube suggest to viewers who search for 
these videos?

In order to address these questions, this chapter consists of three sec-
tions. First, it introduces the concept of “connective politics” to analyze 
the networked mobilizations that involve political actors from different 
groups or political cultures. Second, it addresses the current context of 
threats to democratic institutions and media in Brazil and the ways in 
which the PSOL strategy of “connective politics” fits within this context. 
Third, it explores some of the audiovisual narratives shared by the 
Homeless Workers’ Movement, the Indigenous Peoples’ Movement, and 
the PSOL Party on YouTube. We do this by focusing on the networks of 
related contents for three videos—one from the Indigenous Peoples’ 
Movement YouTube channel, one from Guilherme Boulos’ YouTube 
channel, and one from the PSOL Party’s YouTube channel. We employed 
the following strategy to choose each one of them: we did a YouTube 
search using the keywords “Sonia Guajajara” and sorted the videos by the 
“relevance” category. Therefore, our chosen videos represent the three 
most relevant within the three YouTube channels—the Homeless Workers’ 
channel, Guilherme Boulos’ channel, and the PSOL Party’s channel. 
Finally, we decided to use “Sonia Guajajara” as our keyword because she 
represents the weakest link in the network composed of the two social 
movements and the political party. Sonia is an indigenous woman and not 
as well known as Guilherme Boulos whose work with the Homeless 
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Workers’ Movement has been in the media spotlight. In this way, we could 
use content related to Sonia as a tool to investigate the extent to which the 
alliances between the social movements and the party reflect on their 
audiovisual narratives.

connectIng SocIal MoveMentS and MaInStreaM 
InStItutIonalIzed PolItIcS

A considerable body of research has focused on various forms of media 
mobilizations during large-scale protests. In this sense, a few examples of 
global events that exemplify the emergence of networked citizen politics 
include the 1999 Seattle World Trade Organization protests (Fleischman, 
2006), the Tunisian and Egyptian revolutions (Castells, 2012), the Occupy 
movements (Costanza-Chock, 2012), and the Indignados in Spain (Pena- 
López, Congosto, & Aragón, 2014). However, less is known about the 
activists’ capacities for building and heading social movements over longer 
periods. As Anthony McCosker points out, this is because these large-scale 
protests represent critical events that have achieved high degrees of visibil-
ity, drawing from a combination of mass disruption of public spaces and 
the fast and extensive spread of photos, videos, and text across multiple 
media platforms. Yet, we need to move beyond these critical events by 
examining the long-term sustainability of what he terms “peripheral polit-
ical activism” (McCosker, 2015, pp. 1–2).

This gap in knowledge is associated with a failure in social science and 
media studies to address the everyday institutionalized political processes 
of social movements. At the same time, as several authors suggest, political 
scientists also do not tend to consider how noninstitutional actors like 
those active in social movements can affect political institutions (McAdam, 
1982, p. 2; Meyer & Lupo, 2007, p. 125). This seems problematic given 
that political connections are at the core of social movements. Indeed, 
members of social movements have long realized that being successful in 
achieving their goals requires significant levels of interaction between vari-
ous internal and external forces. In this sense, the constellation of political 
opportunity structures (external forces) matters (Meyer & Lupo, 2007, 
p. 125) and is key in shaping a movement’s ability to get in the political 
game, to gain power, and to exercise influence.

In this chapter, therefore, we examine the audiovisual content pro-
duced by Guilherme Boulos and Sonia Guajajara from a different lens than 
is commonly used. Instead of focusing on how social movements attempt 
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to establish connections with mainstream institutionalized politics, in our 
case study, a political party consciously reaches out to movement leaders, 
integrates them into party life, and launches them as candidates in election 
campaigns. Here, it is worth noting that Guilherme Boulos became an 
official PSOL Party member recently, in March 2018. By adopting this 
perspective, we suggest that, in the Brazilian context, the boundaries 
between external (mainstream political) and internal (social movement 
actors) forces have always been blurred. Drawing on Bennett and 
Segerberg’s “logic of connective action” (2012), we argue that political 
parties are attempting to adopt a logic of “connective politics” in an age 
of networked politics. In what follows, we return to the notion of connec-
tive action and how what we have termed “connective politics” can be 
identified.

First, Bennett and Segerberg offer a contrast between collective and 
connective action. While the first is associated “with high levels of organi-
zational resources and the formation of collective identities”, the latter is 
“based on personalized content sharing across media networks”. Another 
key difference has to do with the introduction of digital media, which 
might not change the core dynamics of collective action, but with connec-
tive action, it does (2012, p. 739). The authors also discuss the ways polit-
ical parties and other more formal organizations were kept at bay in mass 
mobilizations such as Spain’s los indignados. By doing this, Bennett and 
Segerberg add, the idea was to prioritize the voices of ordinary people 
displaced by the financial and political crises. Importantly, the desire to 
cast wider public engagement by using interactive digital media and easy- 
to- personalize action themes also shapes connective action. To cite 
the authors:

In this network mode, political demands and grievances are often shared in 
very personalized accounts that travel over social networking platforms, 
email lists, and online coordinating platforms. For example, the easily per-
sonalized action frame ‘we are the 99 per cent’ that emerged from the US 
occupy protests in 2011 quickly traveled the world via personal stories and 
images shared on social networks such as Tumblr, Twitter, and Facebook. 
Compared to many conventional social movement protests with identifiable 
membership organizations leading the way under common banners and col-
lective identity frames, these more personalized, digitally mediated collec-
tive action formations have frequently been larger; have scaled up more 
quickly; and have been flexible in tracking moving political targets and 
bridging different issues. (Bennett & Segerberg, 2012, p. 742)
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Having offered this brief definition of connective action, we will now 
turn to how political parties (and specifically the PSOL Party) are trying 
to appropriate this logic to create a form of connective politics. Additionally, 
we analyze the role that a commercial platform, YouTube, plays in mediat-
ing audiovisual political content.

BrazIl’S current PolItIcal ScenarIo: deMocratIc 
InStItutIonS, MedIa, and legItIMacy crISIS

In 2016, Brazil was dragged into virulent political turmoil by various insti-
tutional and media forces. As a result, President Dilma Rousseff was 
impeached, despite further evidence that she was not involved in corrup-
tion. Amid turmoil punctuated by political and economic crises, many 
fundamental rights were put at risk, including popular housing programs 
and the demarcation of indigenous territories.

Two years later, in April 2018, the arrest of former President Luiz Inácio 
Lula da Silva was also critical, especially because he was running for the 
presidency. Further complicating this scenario, activist and city councilor 
Marielle Franco (PSOL) was murdered in Rio de Janeiro due to her work 
as an advocate against state-sponsored violence in the favelas. It was within 
this controversial context that the Homeless Workers’ Movement and the 
Indigenous Peoples’ Movement have pursued a path toward institutional-
ized politics. Differently from Spain’s Podemos, the party created by the 
activists involved in 15 M, and also from Marichuy’s candidacy, which was 
directly endorsed by the Mexican Indigenous Peoples’ Movement itself, 
MTST and APIB were invited into the institutional arena by a conven-
tional political party, PSOL. However, the connections between the two 
movements and PSOL are not as simple as they might appear. Combining 
the claims for indigenous territory and popular housing for urban workers 
might seem reasonable enough for the voters who constitute their social 
media audience. Yet, the indigenous experience is radically different from 
that of homeless workers. For one thing, indigenous peoples represent a 
mode of existence outside capitalism. As observed by Cláudia Gonçalves 
(2012), the very notion of “indigenous people” was foreign to Brazilian 
native tribes, which perceive themselves as a rich plurality of different cul-
tures, ethnicities, costumes, and languages. The idea of a unified indige-
nous identity was imposed first by the Portuguese settlers and later by the 
State. Consequently, from the perspective of the Indigenous Peoples’ 
Movement, a lot of effort is being spent on making themselves understood 
through the lenses of the large majority of nonindigenous voters.
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As for the MTST, the movement was created in 1997 and is the urban 
version of the Landless Workers’ Movement, or MST (Movimento dos Sem 
Terra). A literal translation of the MTST’s name could be “the movement 
of workers who have no roof” (with an emphasis on the word “no”). This 
is revealing in terms of their personalized messages. Both the MTST and 
the APIB are movements that fight for the rights of ordinary people who 
have no roof, no land, and no place in society.

Although it acts independently from its rural counterpart, like the 
MST, the MTST expresses demands for land distribution and social equal-
ity. Both share a vision that draws from socialist ideals and attempt to 
promote change from below. When it comes to the ways in which their 
messages reach the general public, one can also find commonalities. Both 
the Homeless Workers’ and the Landless Workers’ movements face major 
image problems due to misleading interpretations of their cause as a 
“threat to private property”. Indeed, corporate media outlets in the coun-
try often convey this image. In this sense, the MST has resorted to a new 
approach: the movement has turned to selling organic foods in middle- 
class urban neighborhoods, thus elaborating a new narrative through 
which urban voters can identify with the cause of the rural landless work-
ers. In this way, the movement, which promotes the benefits of organic 
farming, has become associated with the promotion of healthy lifestyles. 
Here, we suggest that despite all constraining factors, social movements in 
Brazil are being agile and adaptable both in their use of strategic commu-
nications and in their embrace of the philosophy of connective politics as 
we will discuss in the following section.

As for the political party, PSOL, given the current context of political 
polarization in the 2018 elections in Brazil, it does seem to be less con-
cerned about communicating a clear left-wing collective identity than 
about conveying a flexible image, incorporating the voices of broadly 
defined ordinary people. Often, these ordinary people might have little in 
common apart from feeling subjected to multiple and varied layers of 
oppression, such as class, racial, and gender discrimination.

We can see the Boulos–Guajajara election alliance as an example of this. 
In order to create a coherent narrative for Boulos and Guajajara as election 
ticket partners, the PSOL Party states that they both are deeply involved 
in the (broadly defined) housing struggle. While the first movement fights 
for the rights of urban workers who cannot afford housing in large cities 
with high living costs, such as São Paulo, the second refers to indigenous 
peoples’ struggle for their land and environmental protection in the face 
of growing social challenges.
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Therefore, both the Homeless Workers’ and the Indigenous Peoples’ 
Movements can be considered more formally organized than those found 
in the mass “connective action” mobilizations studied by Bennett and 
Segerberg. However, their integration with the PSOL Party represents a 
new strategy by the more radical sector of the Brazilian left that wishes to 
create a mosaic composed of social movements, aboriginal peoples, artists, 
and human rights activists. Here, it is worth stressing that the PSOL Party 
has a growing presence in the country’s legislative government branch 
with the election of city, state, and federal councilors. However, the party 
has a very small presence in the executive government branch, which 
includes the election of mayors and states governor. The 2018 presidential 
campaign represented, thus, an opportunity to provide the candidates 
with more visibility for future legislative or local political roles rather than 
a concrete bet to elect Boulos and Guajajara as president and 
vice-president.

vISual coMMunIcatIon and dIgItal StorytellIng

Unarguably, social movements and political parties largely benefit from 
social media platforms. If we consider how online visual communication 
represents a global trend, YouTube became virtually unavoidable as a tool 
for political actors concerned with social mobilization (Castells, 2012; 
Shifman, 2013). Facebook, WhatsApp, and YouTube are the most popular 
social media platforms in Brazil, followed by Instagram, whose popularity 
is on the rise. Within this landscape, news links represent the type of con-
tent that is mostly shared on Facebook, for instance. However, the rate of 
interactions per post is higher if the post contains photos or videos 
(Comscore, 2018). Additionally, there are 98 million YouTube users in 
the country, while 95% of individuals with online access watch at least one 
YouTube video per month,1 as the so-called popular classes constitute 
YouTube’s Brazilian audience (Spyer, 2017).

Certainly, pictures are powerful storytelling tools, but videos are objects 
that are more complex in terms of narrative aspects. Due to the time- 
honored tradition of objectivity both in scientific discourse and everyday 

1 Available at <https://www.statista.com/statistics/578364/countries-with-most-insta-
gram-users/>, <https://www.statista.com/statistics/280685/number-of-monthly-unique-
youtube-users/>, and <https://link.estadao.com.br/noticias/empresas,whatsapp-chega-a- 
120-milhoes-de-usuarios-no-brasil,70001817647>. Web, August 2018.
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life (Daston & Galison, 2007), we still regard photographs as emblems of 
the “authenticity of the referent projected onto the picture” (Didi- 
Huberman, 2005, p. 242). On the other hand, with its richer combina-
tion of text, sound, and movement, video technology is “at the heart of 
the increasingly interlinked webs of previously separated media” (Cubitt, 
1993, p. XV). Additionally, because they encapsulate other media, videos 
(apparently) provide less fragmented and more mosaic-like narrative 
instances than photographs. Thus, we the chosen focus on the videos pro-
duced by MTST, APIB, and PSOL because of the special qualities that 
videos bring.

Furthermore, these three actors’ social media narratives are strong 
examples of how visual communication strategies are relevant within the 
scope of connective politics. In order to describe their (broadly under-
stood) collective identities, values, and goals, the Homeless Workers’ 
Movement, the Indigenous Peoples’ Movement, and the PSOL Party pro-
duce performative videos that place them in contrast with the opposing 
conservative political forces. These three actors particularly rely on visual 
components to make their stories more compelling. As it is traditional 
among Native Brazilian leaders and politicians, Sonia Guajajara often 
wears bright colored indigenous headdress and body painting. In com-
parison, the Homeless Workers’ Movement’s videos are conventional, but 
on special occasions, its members perform spectacular live-streamed acts of 
resistance. This was the case with Guilherme Boulos’ festive arrival in 
President Michel Temer’s neighborhood in May 2016, which saw thou-
sands of protesters following a car with loudspeakers. In April 2018, the 
Homeless Workers’ Movement further explored such carnivalesque tactics 
by occupying the seaside apartment that was used by Lula’s opponents to 
convict him for corruption. This occupation meant to demonstrate that 
Lula did not own the property and, thus, was unfairly arrested. As for the 
third actor, PSOL, the party often promotes videos showing its represen-
tatives in intense arguments with right-wing politicians. One example was 
the sit-in led by congressional representative Luíza Erundina at the federal 
parliament to prevent right-wing deputies from passing an anti-abortion 
bill in April 2016.

In order to clarify how the interrelationships between the MTST, the 
APIB, and PSOL are structured in narrative terms, we have selected one 
video from each organization’s channel at YouTube, sorted by relevance, 
as we explained earlier (Table 14.1).
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In what follows we have used YouTube Data Tools, a set of data-mining 
scripts, to examine each video’s corresponding network of related videos, 
as they are suggested by YouTube’s recommendation system for an anony-
mous user (someone who is not logged into a Google account). The aim 
of this procedure is to understand how YouTube mediates these narra-
tives, as well as the implications of this mediation in relation to reach and 
content suggested to users. By doing so, we also aim to demonstrate the 
ways in which such networks illustrate the adoption of a connective poli-
tics logic by both social movements and the PSOL Party.

In a paper entitled Deep Neural Networks for YouTube Recommendations, 
Covington, Adams, and Sargin (2016), software engineers at Google, 
shed some light on the otherwise entirely obscure YouTube algorithms. 
According to the authors, recommendation systems aim to predict future 
actions based on previous behaviors (Covington et al., 2016). This means 
that any attempt to analyze video playlists will eventually be biased. Video 
playlists may vary for different users according to their different tastes, 
habits, views, and connections but also gender, location, and age. 
Connected to the neural networks of Google Brain, YouTube’s recom-
mendation system organizes a huge amount of audiovisual content into 
related video playlists through deep learning technologies. Basically, the 
criteria adopted by the platform to filter millions of videos to instantly 
generate a sequence of only a dozen for individual viewers are (1) previous 
behavior (or history of viewed content), (2) topicality (recently uploaded 
material on current affairs), (3) popularity with platform users, and (3) 
demographics (Covington et al., 2016). Hence we are not concerned with 
the behavior of YouTube users, nor with the popularity of the videos that 
we have analyzed; rather we are interested in the interrelations between 
videos, while the content, the recommendation system associates with 
them, provides an overview of the context in which their narratives are 
being interpreted.

As a digital archive, YouTube represents a wide collection of television 
shows and films (Miller, 2009) and this affects the power relations within 
the network. YouTube’s most viewed video featuring Sonia Guajajara, for 
instance, is a clip of the live broadcast of her participation during Alicia 
Keys’ performance at Rock in Rio 2017. Thus, the implications of 
YouTube’s commercial nature are numerous. YouTube is said to promote 
free speech and inclusive access to communication, and, yet, the platform 
plays a key part in Google’s display network. Promoting alternative politi-
cal views concerned with social justice is at odds with the platform’s own 
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capitalist logic. YouTube welcomes and promotes independent channels, 
but only as long as they fulfill their purpose and that is to generate adver-
tising revenue through their popularity.

Our use of YouTube’s Data Tools unveiled a network comprising 3029 
related items for APIB’s video, a set of 5632 related items for Guilherme 
Boulos’ video, and 2521 items for PSOL’s video. We start by analyzing 
APIB’s video “Sonia Guajajara and Guilherme Boulos summon you for the 
general strike”. Since it was uploaded onto YouTube almost a week after the 
strike happened, this video documents when Boulos and Guajajara actually 
established their alliance. In the video, they keep emphasizing the impor-
tance of unifying both social movements to repel attacks against their rights.

Judging by YouTube’s figures, despite its low popularity, the APIB 
video has triggered a larger number of related content than the PSOL 
Party video itself. Interestingly, the APIB YouTube channel features in the 
People & Blogs category, one of the most popular in YouTube. Yet, News 
& Politics was the category that contained the largest number of related 
videos. Some interesting points emerge here. The categories in which 
YouTube places its videos—such as “People & Blogs”, “News & Politics”, 
“Entertainment”, “Music”, “Nonprofit & Activism”, and so on—repre-
sent important criteria for YouTube’s recommendation system. However, 
when anyone uses YouTube’s filter function for searching for a video, he 
or she can do it by different criteria, such as date of upload (last hour, 
today, etc.), type (video, channel, etc.), duration (short or long), charac-
teristics (live, high definition, etc.), and classification (date video was sent, 
evaluation, etc.). However, YouTube’s filter function does not allow users 
to search according to the category. This has implications for the ways in 
which users access content via YouTube’s recommendation system. For 
example, when searching for the word “Guajajara”, the user could do so 
by searching within the “Politics & News” category, he or she would 
probably not find the video of Guajajara’s performance during the Rock in 
Rio Festival as a result. It becomes evident, then, that YouTube’s recom-
mendation system pushes content that already received a high number of 
views. In other words, the most watched videos are also the ones most 
likely to be pushed to viewers.

In order to analyze the networks of related videos for each of the three 
videos, we downloaded an Excel spreadsheet offered by YouTube’s Data 
Tools.2 For APIB’s video, we then carried out a search on the spreadsheet 

2 The complete spreadsheet can be obtained from the authors upon request.
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for the following keywords in Portuguese—“índio”, “indígena” (both 
mean indigenous), and “Guajajara”. The search resulted in a number of 
244, out of 3029 related videos. This means that only 8% of videos in 
APIB’s network of related videos contained the keywords “índio” or 
“indígena”, which seems like a strikingly low percentage given that this is 
the YouTube channel of the Articulation of Indigenous Peoples (Fig. 14.1).

We will now turn to an analysis of the network of videos that are related 
to the video posted on Boulos’ channel. In this network, 2201 videos 
feature in News & Politics as well. Within this category, after downloading 
the spreadsheet produced by YouTube Data Tools, we noticed that the 
word “Guajajara” is mentioned only 40 times, in contrast to 197 videos 
featuring hate speech. Among the 40 videos mentioning Guajajara, 8 were 
uploaded by PSOL’s political opponents, such as the right-wing group 
“Free Brazil Movement” (MBL). The most viewed video from the entire 
playlist of related videos is the popular Brazilian kid’s cartoon the Lottie 
Dottie Chicken. This again demonstrates a dynamic in which YouTube 
pushes content that is already massively popular to the average viewer.

In terms of content, it is interesting to note that during the 13 minutes 
of duration for the video we selected in Boulos’ YouTube channel, which, 
basically, introduces Sonia Guajajara as a political figure, there is not one 
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Fig. 14.1 APIB’s network of related videos ©authors
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single mention of the PSOL Party. Instead, Guajajara focuses on describ-
ing the alliance between the APIB and the MTST. She also explains that 
both movements are connected to alternative media collectives, such as 
Mídia Ninja and Mídia Índia (Indigenous Media), stressing that the 
struggles of the latter are similar to those of MTST and APIB.

Boulos channel’s video was filmed during the public announcement of 
Boulos’ and Guajajara’s political candidacy on 4 March 2018. Nevertheless, 
drawing from Guajajara’s speech, we can infer that the PSOL political 
party, which is not even mentioned in the video, plays a minor pragmatic 
role in this alliance: that of enabling the participation of both social move-
ments in the elections. This illustrates the ways in which the alliance 
between the Homeless Workers’ Movement, the Indigenous Peoples’ 
Movement, and the PSOL Party was established within a logic of connec-
tive politics. While the movements’ affiliation with a political party might 
be interpreted as an attempt to institutionalize their activities, the alliance 
between the three actors seems to be temporary, evoking the network-
enabled association between diffuse activist groups in the connective 
action dynamics described by Bennett and Segerberg (2012) (Fig. 14.2).

While in the APIB video Boulos introduces Guajajara but plays a lead-
ing role, in Boulos channel’s video we can observe the opposite: Guajajara 
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is delivering a fierce, enthusiastic speech about the fight for indigenous 
rights, being the key protagonist in it. However, paradoxically, our search 
for the keywords “índio”, “indígena”, and “Guajajara” resulted in only 292 
videos out of 2201, or 13%. Five videos filled with racist remarks were also 
assembled in the playlist by YouTube’s algorithm. From this, it is reasonable 
to conclude that strong connections between the Homeless Workers’ and 
the Indigenous Peoples’ Movements are not visible in our analysis of the 
networks of related videos. This reinforces our previous points on the ways 
in which the alliance between the two movements was much more “connec-
tive” in nature—in terms of its pragmatism and potentially short- term col-
laboration—than they were “collective” in terms of a formal long- term 
institutionalization or the establishment of a unified identity. Here, it is 
worth adding that, historically, the Indigenous Peoples’ Movement by itself 
has never had a unified identity. Obviously, this attempt at unification is 
further complicated when establishing an alliance with the MTST (Fig. 14.3).

Finally, we present our analysis of the PSOL Party’s network of related 
videos. Similarly, the majority of related items, 848, are included in the 
News & Politics category, followed by People & Blogs with 662 related 
videos. When we examine the PSOL video’s content though, we can find 
some important differences. In the other two videos, the struggle for 
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indigenous territory appeared as Sonia Guajajara’s leitmotiv. However, in 
this video, Guajajara describes her approach to politics as “eco-socialist”. 
In this way, the PSOL Party seems to be representing Guajajara as an envi-
ronmental activist that also, perhaps accidentally, happened to be an indig-
enous political leader.

Here, we can establish some parallels with some of the narratives that 
the MST (Landless Workers’ Movement) has been constructing for the 
wider Brazilian middle-class public. Traditionally, the movement has fea-
tured in the collective imagination as the gathering of unruly violent 
invaders who evoke reactions of fear and panic, particularly among mem-
bers of the upper and middle classes. However, in the last five years, the 
movement has started to organize organic foods’ markets in middle-class 
neighborhoods in cities such as Rio and São Paulo. This appeal to environ-
mentalism and health has been contributing to creating a more favorable 
image of the movement. Similarly, the mainstream corporate media often 
represent the Indigenous Peoples’ Movement as a group of exotic others 
who are completely detached from society. Therefore, one of the few ways 
in which the movement is able to connect to wider (and particularly white 
middle class) society is by drawing from this idea of fighting for the pro-
tection of the environment.

concludIng thoughtS

Just like regular social media users, social movement activists resort to 
visual communication in an attempt to make their statements heard. Here, 
specifically, performative narratives represent an old tradition in the field 
of contentious politics (Polletta, 2006; Johnston & Klandermans, 2004; 
Tilly, 2005). With the growth of mobile technologies, performative audio-
visual narratives have become increasingly more relevant for digi-
tal activism.

In this chapter, we have directed our efforts toward exploring how the 
connections between two social movements and one political party can be 
revealed through an analysis of their networks of related videos. 
Importantly, we have also investigated how such connections are actually 
mediated via YouTube. By doing so, we hope to have demonstrated the 
significant ways in which political audiovisual material is mediated, orga-
nized, and presented by YouTube, a commercial profit-driven digital plat-
form. We have also discussed some of the implications of such mediations. 
With its tendency to push content that is already popular, YouTube’s 
recommendation system might not be particularly helpful in terms of 
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helping viewers find content that aligns with their political preferences. In 
this way, we hope to have shed light on how political strategies and algo-
rithms interact. On one hand, we can conclude that PSOL’s strategy was 
to embrace well-known members of social movements, drawing from the 
network-enabled association between activist groups with diffuse com-
mon causes in order to gain more visibility for the party. On the other 
hand, the algorithmic logic of YouTube’s recommendation system does 
not reinforce the connections between the two social movements (the 
MTST and APIB) both with the party and with the average viewer. This 
becomes evident when a user searching for Sonia Guajajara receives a 
recommendation for a video produced by the ultra-right wing organiza-
tion, the Free Brazil Movement, known for the racist remarks, as we dis-
covered in our research.

Additionally, our analysis of the three networks of related videos sug-
gests that the connections between the Urban Homeless Workers 
Movement (MTST), the Indigenous Peoples’ Movement, and the PSOL 
Party appear incipient, and geared toward the elections, rather than an 
indication of long-term collectively shared goals or struggles. This emu-
lates a logic of “connective politics” in which the PSOL Party embraces 
well- known members of social movements. However, rather than aiming 
to institutionalize such movements, the party seems to be borrowing 
some of their causes and turning them into relatable personalized mes-
sages. As we stated earlier, both the MTST and the APIB are movements 
that fight for the rights of ordinary people who have no roof, no land, and 
no place in society. Therefore, this strategy is consistent with the PSOL 
Party’s desire to attract lower economic class voters who used to vote for 
the Workers’ Party but are now feeling disoriented by former president 
Lula’s arrest.

To conclude, digital platforms are said to improve democratic partici-
pation by balancing the gap between the corporate media and the political 
narratives produced by citizens and activists. However, over a decade after 
the emergence of the Web 2.0, digital platforms came to be associated 
with a fragmented media landscape, while the algorithm policies employed 
by major corporations like Google and Facebook might hinder the chances 
for more balance. Moreover, within the hybrid media environments of 
digital platforms, algorithms cooperate for the construction of disjointed 
realities, where artificial intelligence agents like bots further disrupt com-
munication processes (Bennett & Pfetsch, 2018, pp. 245–46).

As José Van Dijck (2013) puts it, popularity and geolocation are criteria 
strictly connected to corporate practices aimed at increasing digital plat-
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forms’ advertising revenue. In this context, although attractive witty 
audiovisual communication might represent a powerful strategy for social 
movements, stark inequalities persist. At the same time, our chapter offers 
a contribution to the visual political communications discussions by 
addressing the parties’ political strategies (PSOL, in our case) in terms of 
building network connections. While such connections manifest through 
the related audiovisual content that they produce, they can be better 
understood if we also examine the role played by algorithms in these 
 connective politics dynamics. Indeed, in this era of socially mediated visual 
communication, the algorithmic logics of recommendation systems, such 
as YouTube’s, does not seem to be reinforcing the social movements and 
parties’ offline connections in the online environments for the aver-
age viewer.
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