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Abstract
This article proposes the methodological framework of visual narrative analysis through the study of images
and narratives. We are interested in the appeal of political storytelling. In applying an approach of layered
interpretation, we study images and slogans to consider the more complex underlying narratives in their
political and cultural context. Our exploratory case studies draw on material from right-wing populist par-
ties, namely election campaign posters from Germany and the UK as material for the analysis. We find that
narratives operate with a ‘fantasmatic logic’, which adds fantasy to politics, to depoliticise and camouflage
their radical intent and gain approval by making consent desirable. We identify two exemplary narratives
(honest men under threat; proud mothers) that entrench traditional gender roles in accordance with patri-
archy and nationalism. Theoretically, our approach contributes to debates in IR on cultural underpinnings in
international politics and the construction of collective identities through shared/divided narratives. Visual
narrative analysis provides a promising methodological tool for analysing visual representations in their
productive relationship with text. This perspective foregrounds the power of political storytelling through
fantasmatic appeal and fosters a better understanding of the global rise of populism.

Keywords: Political Storytelling; Images; Visual Narrative Analysis; Gender; Populism

Introduction
In January 2019, US president Donald Trump tweeted an image, combined with a political
slogan, which generated 242,000 likes and 71,000 retweets.1 In the image, Trump poses as the
builder of the ‘Wall’ and appears against a dark purple background as a larger-than-life figure.
In the front bottom is a vast landscape cut horizontally by a steel fence, vaguely showing a land-
scape or settlement on the far horizon. Trump is portrayed with a dignified, earnest demeanour,
god-like and looming above the semi-transparent steel fence in a desert-like area. The accom-
panying text reads ‘The Wall is Coming’. The text obviously references the well-known HBO
show Game of Thrones, which popularised the slogan ‘Winter is Coming’ and simultaneously fea-
tured a wall as central role to the plot. Ironically, that wall proves incapable of providing protec-
tion against the evil forces of the Night King and his army of the Undead. It becomes the
battleground for different groups’ brutal fights that, in fact, are never fully deterred or hindered
by the wall. In combination, the image and text transform Trump’s fantasy of building a wall –
resulting in the government shutdown of early 2019, the longest in US history – into an epic
struggle against a greater evil that is both extremely threatening and diffuse. The iconic image
and warlike message underline Trump’s strength (political and otherwise) and promise the ful-
filment of one of his central election promises, namely building a wall on the US-Mexican border.

© British International Studies Association 2019. This is an Open Access article, distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution licence (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any
medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

1See {https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/1081735898679701505}.
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As an instance of political storytelling, the tweeted image is significant. It features no boring
political manifesto. Instead, it is a highly entertaining and somewhat fantastic rendering of pol-
itics as an epic battle. While such images may have high symbolic value thanks to their immediate
accessibility to a broad audience, they are easily forgotten soon thereafter. At the same time,
images are generally omnipresent and thus make for important elements in the political storytell-
ing that shapes political discourse over time. Often in combination with text, images uniquely
condense information, convey stories, and give easy access to broader political contexts. This
allows for a vast array of responses and thus appeal to a great spectrum of observers.2 Since
we are interested in the routines and technologies of international politics that stabilise or desta-
bilise certain ideas and practices, we will not focus on images that depict grand moments such as
G7 summits, the Donald Trump and Kim Jong-Un meeting, or extreme crisis events that become
‘iconic images’.3 Instead, we concentrate on everyday political representations.

Taking the appeal of images as a starting point, our article aims to explore them in their larger
political context to show how images function as attempts at interpretive closure by conveying
what is politically (im)possible in terms of policy options. ‘Appeal’ in our interpretive reading
refers to the performative dimension of presentation rather than reception, to which we have
no analytical access. Thus, when we talk about the appeal of a narrative or symbolic representa-
tion, we refer to the potential for pleasure they may incite among recipients, drawing on different
affectual registers like indignation, outrage, schadenfreude, etc.4 Appealing to fantasy, such
images, embedded in narratives, allow for a variety of responses while being simultaneously
geared towards implicit consent. While policy programmes or speeches are often seen as detached
and elite-driven, images are vital elements of political storytelling whose universality allow them
to address issues in a manner that is distinct to official statements. As routine narrative devices,
they may exert power particularly because they appear inconspicuous and apolitical.5

IR scholars have recently put more emphasis on the importance of narratives6 and visuality7 to
better understand the cultural foundations of international politics. However, not many have
attempted to connect these different strands in conceptual and methodological terms.8

Assuming a productive relationship between images and other forms of representation like

2See John Berger,Ways of Seeing (London: Penguin Books, 2008); W. J. T. Mitchell,What Do Pictures Want? The Lives and
Loves of Images (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2005); Keith Moxey, ‘Visual studies and the iconic turn’, Journal of
Visual Culture, 7:2 (2008), pp. 131–46.

3See Lene Hansen, ‘How images make world politics: International icons and the case of Abu Ghraib’, Review of
International Studies, 41:2 (2015), pp. 263–88; Axel Heck and Gabi Schlag, ‘Securitizing images: The female body and the
war in Afghanistan’, European Journal of International Relations, 19:4 (2013), pp. 891–913.

4See Albrecht Koschorke, Fact and Fiction: Elements of a General Theory of Narrative (Berlin and Boston: De Gruyter,
2018), pp. 81–5.

5On the different roles of images, see Roland Bleiker, ‘Mapping visual global politics’, in Roland Bleiker (ed.), Visual Global
Politics (London: Routledge, 2018), pp. 1–29. More specifically, see also Rebecca Adler-Nissen, Katrine Emilie Andersen, and
Lene Hansen, ‘Images, emotions, and international politics: The death of Alan Kurdi’, Review of International Studies, First
View (2019), available at: {https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210519000317}.

6See, for example, Richard Devetak, ‘After the event: Don DeLillo’s White Noise and September 11 narratives’, Review
of International Studies, 35:4 (2009), pp. 795–815; Heather Johnson, ‘Narrating entanglements: Rethinking the local/global
divide in ethnographic migration research’, International Political Sociology, 10:4 (2016), pp. 383–97; Kai Oppermann and
Alexander Spencer, ‘Narrating success and failure: Congressional debates on the “Iran Nuclear Deal”’, European Journal
of International Relations, 24:2 (2018), pp. 268–92; Paulo Ravecca and Elizabeth Dauphinee, ‘Narrative and the possibilities
for scholarship’, International Political Sociology, 12:2 (2018), pp. 125–38.

7See, for example, Roland Bleiker, ‘The aesthetic turn in international political theory’, Millennium: Journal of
International Studies, 30:3 (2001), pp. 509–33; Lene Hansen, ‘Theorizing the image for security studies: Visual securitization
and the Muhamad Cartoon Crisis’, European Journal of International Relations, 17:1 (2011), pp. 51–74.

8Interesting approaches include those of Bleiker, ‘Mapping visual global politics’; Roland Bleiker et al., ‘The visual dehu-
manisation of refugees’, Australian Journal of Political Science, 48:4 (2013), pp. 398–416; Yoav Galai, ‘Narratives of redemp-
tion: the international meaning of afforestation in the Israeli Negev’, International Political Sociology, 11:3 (2017), pp. 273–91;
Hansen, ‘How images make world politics’; Heck and Schlag, ‘Securitizing images’; David Campbell, ‘Geopolitics and visu-
ality: Sighting the Darfur conflict’, Political Geography, 26:4 (2007), pp. 357–82.
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text, we propose to study them with the technique of layering.9 Starting from the image and its
performative nature, we turn to the accompanying text in a second step, and, in a third, the con-
textualisation within political narratives. As a fourth layer, we focus on the polyphonous dimen-
sion, which refers to alternative or competing narratives, thereby pointing to a larger societal
discourse. This fourth interpretive step is informed by narratology, which is interested in different
narrative orientations and emphasises (similar to discourse studies) that it is by no means an
‘innocuous question’ to ask what narrative ‘is able to prevail in a given interpretive marketplace’.10

A general tenet of interpretive research is that there is a mutual entanglement between the empir-
ical analysis and the methodological and theoretical concepts. This is why we do not separate
strictly between our theoretical and methodological perspectives, but have developed them in
close resonance with our interpretive work.11 As a contribution to these bridging attempts, we
propose combining conceptual elements and methodological tools in a form of analysis we
describe as ‘visual narrative analysis’.12

The goal of this contribution is to account for the interplay between different layers and their
performative effects as is similarly done in discourse and metaphor analysis involving notions of
intertextuality and webs of meaning.13 Our own familiarity with the European context of political
storytelling from daily encounters with the traditional media, social media, and other communi-
cations as well as our frustration with the normalisation of populist storytelling have led us to
study right-wing populist storytelling here.14 The choice of subject in terms of empirical material
reflects our intent to demonstrate the applicability of our approach, that is, identify a genre of
political storytelling among others that routinely links images and text. Populist storytelling
ostensibly relies on its appeal to fantasy (which at least gradually distinguishes it from political
narratives of more established parties) and even scandal. At the same time, we are not interested
in the highly debated images used by populist parties, since the potential appeal of storytelling in
election campaign posters cannot be reduced to scandal. More broadly speaking, visual narrative
analysis can be applied to very different instances of image/text combinations. Therefore, we
focus here on rather inconspicuous, seemingly harmless representations, taken from a broader
sample of election campaign posters, since they offer potential for a layered analysis.15

9The idea of ‘layering’ is in line with John Berger’s Ways of Seeing premise that in our ‘ways of seeing’, we are not just
looking – we are reading the language of images by exploring their layers of meaning.

10Koschorke, Fact and Fiction, p. 197.
11This also concerns the selection of our exploratory cases (see more below), which builds on insights gained during the

analysis about the importance of gender in (right-wing populist) political storytelling. The exemplary nature of our case stud-
ies resonates with insights into interpretive work and the nature of ‘cases’ in this logic, which follows a different notion of
‘rigorous’; see Dvora Yanow, ‘Neither rigorous nor objective? Interrogating criteria for knowledge claims in interpretive sci-
ence’, in Peregrine Schwartz-Shea and Dvora Yanow (eds), Interpretation and Method: Empirical Research and the
Interpretive Turn (Armonk-London: M. E. Sharpe, 2006), pp. 67–88; see also Patrick Thaddeus Jackson, The Conduct of
Inquiry in International Relations (2nd edn, Milton Park-New York: Routledge, 2016).

12Such a perspective follows the need of pluralist methods for visual global politics; see Roland Bleiker, ‘Pluralist methods
for visual global politics’, Millennium: Journal of International Studies, 43:3 (2015), pp. 872–90.

13See, for example, Dvora Yanow, How Does a Policy Mean? Interpreting Policy and Organizational Actions (Washington,
DC: Georgetown University Press, 1996); Ted Hopf, Social Construction of International Politics: Identities & Foreign Policies,
Moscow 1955 & 1999 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2002).

14Following Cas Mudde, ‘The populist zeitgeist’, Government and Opposition, 39:4 (2004), pp. 541–63, we understand
populism as a ‘thin-centred ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into two homogenous and antagonistic
groups’ of ‘the pure people’ versus the ‘corrupt elite’, and which argues that politics should be an expression of the volonté
générale (general will) of the people (p. 543). Although the normative criterion between ‘good’ leftist and ‘bad’ right-wing
populism remains often vague, a major difference lies in the nativist concept of the nation in right-wing populism, combined
with chauvinistic and racist notions of ‘the people’. Thus, right-wing populists aim at denigrating powerless groups of popu-
lation and minorities (for example, Muslims, migrants) as culprits of the bad situation of the people, whereas left-wing popu-
lists’ moral target of criticism are primarily capitalist forces such as banks, which hold powerful positions. See Ruth Wodak,
The Politics of Fear: What Right-Wing Discourses Mean (London: Sage, 2015), p. 2.

15See, for a similar perspective, Christopher S. Browning, ‘Brexit populism and fantasies of fulfilment’, Cambridge Review
of International Affairs, 32:3 (2019), pp. 222–44.
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Even though IR has hitherto paid relatively little attention to populism, overlaps with issues
such as migration, gender, ambiguities of liberalism, or Brexit have been acknowledged as relevant
by many (often critical) IR scholars.16 Against the background of the Brexit referendum and the
election of Trump, the rise of populists has been commented upon through the prism of the blur-
ring line between fact and fiction, and their contempt for groups such as migrants, women, and
sexual minorities. Thus, we start our visual narrative analysis within this field of pressing political
interest.17 We take a look at some of the ways in which right-wing populist parties attempt to
mobilise support and gain voters through visual storytelling.18 Although there are other kinds
of political storytelling, we will mainly focus on populist parties as its most prominent practi-
tioners, fully aware of the blurred boundaries between these groups and other more established
parties.19

The analysis is first a conceptual contribution to broader debates within sociologically
informed International Relations on the role of cultural underpinnings in international politics.
Ranging from constructivism to poststructuralism, the construction of collective identities of pol-
itical communities is explained through shared/divided narratives and practices of storytelling.20

Secondly, the methodological implications of a visual narrative analysis contribute to debates on
how to study visual representations of politics and the productive relationship between images
and text in the broad spectrum of political storytelling.21 Thirdly, our analysis of the particular
examples reveals that such narratives (re)produce gender stereotypes and societal hierarchies.22

These powerful social constructs offer identification, the potential for differentiation, and may
therefore generate support for populists. The findings resonate with recent analyses in IR gender
studies.23 Most generally, we aim to make a case for visual narrative analysis to contribute to a
better conceptual understanding of political storytelling and the performative dimension of its
potential appeal to public audiences. In two short case studies we illustrate the promises of a vis-
ual narrative analysis.

The puzzling appeal of narratives
Narrative approaches are currently experiencing a renaissance in studies of politics and the pol-
itical. The concept of narrative is an interdisciplinary term in the tradition of literary studies, nar-
ratology, and cultural studies.24 While the term is sometimes narrowly used in terms of strategic

16See, for example, Aida A. Hozić and Jacqui True, ‘Brexit as a scandal: Gender and global Trumpism’, Review of
International Political Economy, 24:2 (2017), pp. 270–87.

17These discussions are reflected in research on populism in general – as a possible means for reviving democracy (see, for
example, Chantal Mouffe, For a Left Populism (London: Verso, 2018)) – and right-wing populism in particular – mainly as a
danger to democracy (see, for example, Jan-Werner Müller, What is Populism? (London: Penguin Books, 2017)).

18We follow recent studies on the performative dimension of populist language. See, for example, Wodak, The Politics of
Fear; Benjamin Moffitt, The Global Rise of Populism: Performance, Political Style, and Representation (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 2016).

19Margaret Canovan, ‘Trust the people! Populism and the two faces of democracy’, Political Studies, 47:1 (1999), pp. 2–16.
20See, for example, Roxanne Doty, Imperial Encounters: The Politics of Representation in North-South Relations

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996); Ronald Krebs, Narrative and the Making of US National Security
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015).

21See Yanow and Schwartz-Shea (eds), Interpretation and Method; Mark Bevir and R. A. W. Rhodes (eds), Routledge
Handbook of Interpretive Political Science (Abingdon: Routledge, 2016).

22Similar to Cynthia Enloe, ‘Flick of the skirt: A feminist challenge to IR’s coherent narrative’, International Political
Sociology, 10:4 (2016), pp. 320–31.

23See, for example, Brooke Ackerly and Jacqui True, ‘Reflexivity in practice: Power and ethics in feminist research on inter-
national relations’, International Studies Review, 10 (2008), pp. 581–600; Joanna Tidy, ‘Fatherhood, gender, and interventions
in the geopolitical: Analyzing paternal peace, masculinities, and war’, International Political Sociology, 12:1 (2018), pp. 2–18.

24See, for example, Mieke Bal, Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of Narrative (Toronto: University of Toronto Press,
2009); Walter R. Fisher, Human Communication as Narration: Toward a Philosophy of Reason, Value, and Action (Columbia:
University of South Carolina Press, 1987); Koschorke, Fact and Fiction.
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action, we suggest a processual and relational notion of narrative as it is established in much
practice-oriented and discourse-oriented research in IR.25 As shown in recent research
approaches in IR, the concept is analytically promising when studying political phenomena as
varied as the construction of European identity,26 the collective sense-making of political crisis
moments like September 11,27 transitional justice processes,28 civil society myths in global gov-
ernance,29 the legitimation of targeted killing in the war on terror,30 or the construction of the
boundaries of Europe.31

Sense-making, plotting, and the fantasmatic logic

Narratives are a form of configuration device by which actors seek to make sense of the world and
order it in a specific way. As Jerome Bruner famously remarked, ‘we organize our experiences and
our memory of human happenings mainly in the form of narrative – stories, excuses, myths, rea-
sons for doing and not doing, and so on’.32 Narrative approaches therefore assume that ‘human
beings are inherently storytellers who have a natural capacity to recognize the coherence and
fidelity of stories they tell and experience’.33 While a strict separation between ‘the real’ from
‘the fictional’ or the myth from the logos has been pervasive both in everyday as well as academic
understandings, narratalogy challenges such clear boundaries. Our day-to-day language renders it
obvious that the boundaries are blurred. It is not a coincidence that the evaluation of current pol-
itical events (for example, the Brexit vote, Donald Trump’s electoral victory, Erdoğan’s rise) is
often made tangible through the prism of literature (for example, Shakespearean drama),
Netflix series (for example, House of Cards), and films (for example, The Great Dictator); or
that politicians, in turn, seem to take cues from fictional representations to orchestrate their per-
formances (for example, Macron posing in Versailles). Narrative approaches move social science
research closer to the research agenda of cultural and literary studies by reconsidering the creative
and strategic capacities in storytelling activities of all kinds.34

Narrative constructions of the world are therefore attempts at making sense of reality.
Storytelling is subjective and linked to practical judgements of selective interpretation, personal
experiences, and sequencing of events.35 Narratives require some sequential ordering of events,
but the events themselves need not be real.36 As Barbara Czarniawska argues, when narrative
is the ‘main device for making sense of social action’,37 it is also a political device that generates
legitimacy and mutual agreements. It can be argued that the ‘successful legitimation of a political

25Christian Bueger and Frank Gadinger, International Practice Theory (2nd edn, Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018).
26Rainer Hülsse, ‘Imagine the EU: The metaphorical construction of a supra-nationalist identity’, Journal of International

Relations and Development, 9:4 (2006), pp. 396–421.
27Devetak, ‘After the event’.
28Galai, ‘Narratives of redemption’.
29Charlotte Dany and Katja Freistein, ‘Global governance and the myth of civil society participation’, in Berit Bliesemann

de Guevara (ed.), Myths and Narrative in International Politics (London: Palgrave MacMillan, 2017), pp. 229–48.
30Lee Jarvis and Jack Holland, ‘“We (for)got him”: Remembering and forgetting in the narration of Bin Laden’s death’,

Millennium: Journal of International Studies, 42:2 (2014), pp. 425–47.
31Klaus Eder, ‘Europe’s borders: The narrative construction of the boundaries of Europe’, European Journal of Social

Theory, 9:2 (2006), pp. 255–71.
32Jerome Bruner, ‘The narrative construction of reality’, Critical Inquiry, 18:1 (1991), pp. 1–21 (p. 4).
33Fisher, Human Communication as Narration, p. 24.
34Alister Miskimmon, Ben O’Loughlin, and Laura Roselle, Strategic Narratives: Communication Power and the New World

Order (London: Routledge, 2013).
35Margaret R. Somers, ‘The narrative constitution of identity: A relational and network approach’, Theory and Society, 23:5

(1994), pp. 605–49 (p. 616).
36Molly Patterson and Kristen Renwick Monroe, ‘Narrative in political science’, Annual Review of Political Science, 1:1

(1998), pp. 315–31 (p. 316).
37Barbara Czarniawska, Narratives in Social Science Research (Los Angeles: Sage, 2004), p. 11.
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project relies on the narrative that is attached to it’.38 However, the efficacy of narrative depends
on established sociocultural narrative conventions as a ‘stock of stories’ and therefore works dia-
logically.39 Searching for a common understanding through narrative is a fragile process of retell-
ing stories and depends on cultural repertoires of distinct communities,40 including iconic images
or common stories that do not necessarily resonate with other communities, for instance national
security narratives.41 Narratives are organised in particular configurations, or ‘plots’ that ‘weave
together a complex of events to make a single story’.42 The dimension of power is crucial
when a narrative is configured and sequenced in a beginning, middle, and an end, that is, emplot-
ment.43 To argue that narratives are always part of power relations does not imply that this refers
to the material capacities of the storyteller. Rather, storytelling is embedded in cultural practices
of communication and related to distinct opportunities of articulation. For instance, certain
taboos – which could refer to historical precedents of belligerency – delimit narrative options,
but can also be broken strategically. Recent articulations by far-right German politicians who
relativised The Holocaust as historically insignificant, or praise for colonial times by UK politi-
cians, followed by rather half-hearted public apologies, can be seen as strategic attempts at infrin-
ging upon particular taboos.44 More contingently, discourses open/close to respond to societal
changes, such as discriminatory speech or cultural appropriation. The choice of plots is not end-
less, however. The classic plot genres in the tradition of Hayden White such as romance and tra-
gedy work not only in literature and films; they also shape our practices of political storytelling.45

The negotiation of identity in political issues, such as postconflict situations, is mainly a negoti-
ation of literary plots, as Nadim Khoury has shown.46

How narratives are configured and how knowledge is selectively appropriated is primarily an
issue of claims to power and authority. Selecting the beginning of a story, for instance in processes
of transitional justice, is already an intrinsically power-imbued action because it determines which
information disappears, and which events are kept alive.47 Once a plot has been established, the
association of events with actors is likely, also described as characterisation.48 Such transforma-
tions of actors into characters imply moral judgements. It makes a difference for policy options,
for example, whether migrants are described as human beings seeking protection or as potential
criminals. As it is rather difficult to define criteria for ‘successful’ political storytelling, policy ana-
lysts have reconstructed often-used storylines in policy controversies.49 Hendrik Wagenaar draws
on narratology to show how political stories become appealing: they are open-ended and deal with
possibilities not certainties; they are subjective and involve concrete people (as characters); they are
value-laden and function through moral positioning; and they are action-oriented by providing
suggestions and a certain measure of provisional certainty that allows persons to act at all.50

38Galai, ‘Narratives of redemption’, p. 276.
39Ibid.
40Eder, ‘Europe’s borders’.
41Krebs, Narrative and the Making of US National Security.
42Donald Polkinghorne, Narrative Knowing and the Human Sciences (Albany: State University Press, 1988), p. 19.
43Somers, ‘The narrative constitution of identity’, p. 616.
44Similarly, Ruth E. Wodak, ‘Saying the unsayable: Denying The Holocaust in media debates in Austria and the UK’, in

Monika Kopytowska (ed.), Contemporary Discourses of Hate and Radicalism across Space and Genres (Philadelphia: John
Benjamins, 2017), pp. 13–39.

45Paul Sheeran, Literature and International Relations: Stories in the Art of Diplomacy (Milton Park, NY: Routledge, 2007).
46See Nadim Khoury, ‘Plotting stories after war: Toward a methodology for negotiating identity’, European Journal of

International Relations, 24:2 (2018), pp. 367–90.
47Koschorke, Fact and Fiction, p. 196.
48Oppermann and Spencer, ‘Narrating success and failure’, p. 275.
49Deborah Stone, Policy Paradox: The Art of Political Decision Making (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2002),

pp. 138–45.
50Hendrik Wagenaar, Meaning in Action: Interpretation and Dialogue in Policy Analysis (Armonk and London:

M. E. Sharpe, 2011), pp. 210–16.
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Political storytelling has its own logic, but is not completely detached from the larger cultural
repository of familiar stories. As noted above, not all stories are equally successful – in the sense
of their reception – which can be explained in part by their fit with known narratives, which con-
tributes to their general potential for resonance. This resonance, which means the potential suc-
cess, of storytelling is conditioned on the way in which people can relate to stories, but remains
contingent. The idea of ‘fantasmatic logic’51 helps us to contextualise how resonance can be cre-
ated by ‘appeal’. The fantasmatic logic is instrumental in trying ‘to maintain existing social struc-
tures by pre-emptively absorbing dislocations, preventing them from becoming [politicised and
transformed]’.52 Assuming a general desire for countering the lack (of fulfilment) individuals
experience in their life, fantasy bridges inconsistencies and thus prevents issues from becoming
part of the domain of the political, where these meanings, articulations, and identities are insti-
tuted and challenged through hegemonic struggles, contestations, resistance, and dislocations.
This is important, since grand narratives of today’s politics function only because of constant
attempts at removing them from the everyday business of political squabbling, and thus make
them less likely to be challenged. For the analysis of social phenomena, identifying political logics
helps to demonstrate how social practices are constituted and transformed, whereas fantasmatic
logics reveal why certain political projects are supported whereas others are not.53

The introduction of fantasmatic logics does not assume a neat distinction between the dimen-
sions, but pays closer attention to the subjects addressed by storytelling. The removal of problems
and issues from the political arena to the realm of the fantasmatic renders these underlying issues
invisible and alters their perception, for instance by making lies (or ‘alternative facts’) irrelevant
as long as strong emotions can override them. More precisely, issues presented in the fantasmatic
logic can evoke pleasure in their recipients – both through positive messages (for example,
‘Empire’, see below) and negative ones (for example, agreeing that the imprisonment of migrant
children is horrible). As political visions, this can mean ‘the beatific dimension of fantasy – or
which foretells of disaster if the obstacle proves insurmountable, which might be termed the hor-
rific dimension of fantasy’.54 The rejection of elites or the ridicule towards ‘political correctness’
can thus generate responses that replace concerns for affordability or feasibility, which would
classically be addressed in the political realm. As a consequence, (political) contestation is diffi-
cult because the object of contestation is seemingly apolitical and cannot be addressed on the
same plane as a more concrete political promise of, for instance, higher wages or tax cuts.
Politics, as practices that involve planning and implementing programmes, rarely follow the
logic of the political alone, which is why the idea of fantasmatic logic is an interesting addition
to understanding how political storytelling can be rendered appealing.

For instance, the recent re-election of Narendra Modi as Indian prime minister despite his fail-
ure to implement his promises for economic growth has largely been attributed to his clear
Hindu-nationalist and anti-Muslim stance, which apparently also mobilised enormous numbers
of voters who had been harmed by his policies.55 Appealing to a fantasy of purity and unity (in a
heterogeneous state like India), Modi’s election campaign narratives resonated with the public so
well that election results of 2019 trumped those of 2014, which surprised all political observers,
including his own party. The example of Trump’s ‘Make America Great Again’ slogan or the
UK’s UKIP story of a return to British Empire-era greatness similarly have little connection to
everyday policies and politics, but instead propose visions that have clearly appealed to political
audiences. Both evoke feelings of pride or desires for a better life and are attempts at

51See, most explicitly, Jason Glynos and David Howarth, Logics of Critical Explanation in Social and Political Theory
(London and New York: Routledge, 2007).

52Ibid., p. 146.
53Ibid., p. 151.
54Ibid., p. 147.
55Snigdha Poonam, ‘Modi’s message was simple: Hindus first’, Foreign Policy, available at: {https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/

05/24/modis-message-was-simple-hindus-first/} accessed 30 July 2019.
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depoliticisation. One of the main uses of fantasy in emplotment is in providing points of iden-
tification. ‘When successfully installed, a fantasmatic narrative hooks the subject – via the enjoy-
ment it procures – to a given practice or order, or a promised future practice or order, thus
conferring identity’.56

In that regard, stories can function as ‘affective triggers insofar as emotions and narrative are
deeply intertwined’.57 At the same time, the intertwinement between narrative and emotion also
goes the other way, as the meaning of emotion is hard to disentangle from narrative emplot-
ment.58 As Roland Bleiker and Emma Hutchison argue, ‘emotions help us make sense of our-
selves, and situate us in relation to others and the world that surrounds us’.59 ‘They frame
forms of personal and social understanding, and are thus inclinations that lead individuals to
locate their identity within a wider collective.’60 They can create a certain kind of ‘collective
attachment’61 decades after the end of the Second World War, the history of victory and defeat
still shapes European relations and the political storytelling of the European Union. The narra-
tives used to unite people under a common affective storyline that both conveys emotional con-
tent and offers emotional orientation create identities around content and emotions alike,
oscillating between political and fantasmatic logics.

Fantasmatic logic, in particular, can provide a supplement to the understanding of politics as
solely oriented towards specific goals:62 ‘[m]oreover, such logics typically rely upon narratives
which possess features distributed between public-official and unofficial forums. This is because
fantasies seek directly to conjure up – or at least presuppose – an impossible union between
incompatible elements. … In addition, we could say that aspects of social reality having to do
with fantasmatically structured enjoyment often possess contradictory features, exhibiting a
kind of extreme oscillation between incompatible positions.’63 Finally, as Bleiker and
Hutchison further argue, the influence that representations of emotion exert on political dynam-
ics is particularly evident in the realm of visual culture.64 While in IR, images of extreme crisis
events such as September 11 or the torture of prisoners at Abu Ghraib are used to demonstrate
the politics of emotion,65 we focus on images in populist election campaigning to highlight the
linkage between narratives and images with regard to their appeal. In the following chapter, we
will show how to integrate visual analysis into narrative analysis.

Layered interpretations: Embedding visual representations in narrative analysis
Narratives can take shortcuts to recipients without addressing issues in their full complexity, par-
ticularly in their use of imagery and metaphorical language. Therefore, a visual narrative
approach needs to consider both the object of study, that is, images and text, and the explicit

56Glynos and Howarth, Logics of Critical Explanation in Social and Political Theory, p. 130.
57Frederick W. Mayer, Narrative Politics: Stories and Collective Action (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), p. 7.
58Ibid., p. 138. Similarly, Adler-Nissen, Andersen, and Hansen, ‘Images, emotions, and international politics’ on ‘emo-

tional bundling’.
59Roland Bleiker and Emma Hutchinson, ‘Fear no more: Emotions and world politics’, Review of International Studies, 34:

S1 (2008), pp. 115–35 (p. 123).
60The emotional or affective turn in IR shares many assumptions of narrative-oriented research. What is described above

as the legitimising function of narratives in processes of collective sense-making and stabilising of identity is also emphasised
in research approaches on emotions, which suggest that feelings are an active component of identity and community build-
ing; see, for example, Simon Koschut, ‘Emotional (security) communities: The significance of emotion norms in inter-allied
conflict management’, Review of International Studies, 40:3 (2014), pp. 533–58.

61Bleiker and Hutchison, ‘Fear no more’, p. 123.
62Similarly, David Howarth, Jason Glynos, and Steven Griggs, ‘Discourse, explanation and critique’, Critical Policy Studies,

10:1 (2016), pp. 99–104.
63Glynos and Howarth, Logics of Critical Explanation in Social and Political Theory, p. 147.
64Bleiker and Hutchison, ‘Fear no more’.
65See, for example, Hansen, ‘How images make world politics’.
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as well as implicit linkages to a larger political story. As earlier studies have shown, metaphors
and, indeed, images, in addition to roles and plots, serve as constitutive elements of narratives
that can be analysed in their complementarity and offer focal points for analysis.66 Images do
not play a passive role, therefore, but can be understood as an ‘iconic act’ – similar to speech
act theory – that underlines the performative dimensions of showing and seeing.67 As elements
that become (analytical) entry points to narratives, metaphors and images allow for the recon-
struction of narratives in the same way that they function in political narratives to structure col-
lective sense-making; they may over time become so accepted that they are not considered
metaphorical at all by the audiences.68

Images and metaphors are key points that interweave storylines, exemplify certain plots, and
are established means of transporting emotions. They are, first of all, indicators of different nar-
ratives, and therefore the first available object for interpretation. Furthermore, they need to be
contextualised, and researchers need to see how they are configured within the narrative, con-
nected to moral judgements, and related to distinct characterisation of political actors. For
Deborah Stone, metaphors are pervasive in policy language, ranging from organisms and
machines to war and disease.69 Offering a semantically (and visually) open frame of reference,
metaphors/images are characterised by descriptive and prescriptive power.70 By highlighting
some aspects and obscuring others, they organise perceptions of reality and suggest appropriate
actions in light of those perceptions.71 Metaphors, accordingly, go beyond description, as they
develop prescriptive power in influencing the imagination of actors and audiences and thus sug-
gest (or delimit) options for political action. ‘Metaphor is not a harmless exercise in naming’, as
George Lakoff and Mark Johnson claim, since ‘it is one of the principal means by which we
understand our experience and reason on the basis of that understanding. To the extent that
we act on our reasoning, metaphor plays a role in the creation of reality.’72 Effectively, their
dependence on cultural and societal references as well as cultural knowledge can lead to differing
understandings and uses by diverse groups. Under conditions of polyphony of narratives this
openness creates opportunity for political struggles and new constructions of reality through
redescription. Thus, metaphors are neither true nor false.73 Hence, narrative analysis’s growing
relevance in interpretive analysis is also ‘rooted in its ability to serve as a tool for describing events
and developments without presuming to voice a historical truth’.74 As Paulo Ravecca and
Elizabeth Dauphinee argue, narrative scholarship ‘puts the multilayeredness of life back into sci-
ence’ and acknowledges contradiction and ambiguity as key features of our sociopolitical lives.75

Doing visual narrative analysis

Similar to metaphors, images – including videos, memes, or similar pictorial items – are another
shortcut to identifying narratives, since they incorporate different layers of information, ranging
from the obvious surface of what is depicted to allusions and intertextual references that create
(and possibly limit) horizons of interpretation, the interrelation between ‘being, knowing and

66See, for example, Yanow, How Does a Policy Mean?; Stone, Policy Paradox; Hülsse, ‘Imagine the EU’.
67Horst Bredekamp, Der Bildakt (Berlin: Wagenbach, 2015).
68From such a point of view, they can be seen as ‘mini-narratives’ that yield insight not into what the speaker ‘means’, but

into what a cultural community considers as acceptable interpretations, Bal, Narratology, p. 35.
69Stone, Policy Paradox, p. 155.
70Yanow, How Does a Policy Mean?, p. 132
71Ibid., p. 133.
72GeorgeLakoff andMark Johnson, ‘Themetaphorical logicof rape’,MetaphorandSymbolicActivity, 2:1 (1987), pp. 72–9 (p. 72).
73Yanow, How Does a Policy Mean?, p. 133.
74Shaul Shenhav, ‘Political narratives and political reality’, International Political Science Review, 27:3 (2006), p. 246.
75Ravecca and Dauphinee, ‘Narrative and the possibilities for scholarship’, p. 126.
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becoming’.76 Images that also include written text, such as the election campaign posters we are
all familiar with, combine imagery with clear textual messages, often with allusions to political
narratives in both genres.

Our analysis is oriented towards the methodological suggestion by Axel Heck and Gabi
Schlag77 to use the iconological approach in the tradition of Erwin Panofsky78 for analysing
images.79 This enables us ‘to see how images symbolically perform how we see what we see’
(by taking their social embeddedness into account).80 Similarly, our technique can be understood
as layered interpretation, that is, as a combination between iconological and narratological
approaches. A reconstruction of narratives that starts by contextualising metaphors and images
can add layer upon layer of interpretation, since symbolism used in text and images can mean
different things in different contexts. We make a further interpretive move towards understanding
the underlying presuppositions of the images and their performative dimension by pointing to
the interpretive closure that narratives may produce for future political action.

In a first step, we describe and analyse the image; composition, atmosphere, symbolism, etc.
can be studied in isolation from all other contextual information. Furthermore, we consider
the cultural allusions of images, providing intertextual context of the visual presentation. In a
second step, the textual comment will be added. We reconstruct how image and text are posi-
tioned towards each other, for example, whether they are complementary or juxtaposed, and ana-
lyse how they create and delimit opportunities for certain interpretations and affective responses.
This goes beyond visual analysis, since the narrative content of an image can be very different
from its textual supplement; for instance, an image can draw upon certain kinds of cultural reper-
toires, like well-known art historical topoi, while the text draws upon others. In a third step, we
will add the narrative context, in terms of plots, roles, and relations. Here, different images can be
related to each other, to show how a political narrative is created around metaphors and images.
We refer back to recent research on populism in order to see how our findings resonate with their
insights. Identifying larger, polyphonic structures adds a fourth layer, which most explicitly
demonstrates the importance of narrative studies in the social sciences.

Two narratives of masculinity, nation, and motherhood
The following section presents our interpretation of visual narratives in right-wing populist elec-
tion campaigns. Election campaign posters represent a central type of images-text combinations
that follow certain conventions, have an extremely high reach, and meet (in contrast to social
media) every citizen in their everyday life, which is why they remain such elemental media for
political parties with which to relate to the demos.81 Systematically going through election cam-
paign posters issued by right-wing populist parties in Europe, we came to select a small sample
that we use to illustrate our conceptual and methodological points. With the goal in mind to ana-
lyse only material from right-wing populist parties in established European liberal democracies,
we studied campaign posters in five different countries of the last two respective parliamentary
elections. Hierarchical societal relations and the centrality of gendered politics were one of the
main topoi we came across in the study of election campaign posters overall, which is why

76Debbie Lisle, ‘Learning how to see’, in Xavier Guillaume and Pinar Bilgin (eds), Handbook of International Political
Sociology (London: Taylor and Francis, 2016), pp. 299–308.

77See, for example, Heck and Schlag, ‘Securitizing images’.
78See, for example, Erwin Panofsky, Meaning in the Visual Arts (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1970).
79For a more discourse-oriented account, see, for example, Hansen, ‘How images make world politics’.
80Heck and Schlag, ‘Securitizing images’, p. 899.
81See, for example, Christina Holtz-Bacha and Bengt Johansson (eds), Election Posters Around the Globe: Political

Campaigning in the Public Sphere (Wiesbaden: Springer, 2017); Steven A. Seidman, ‘Studying election campaign posters
and propaganda: What can we learn?’, International Journal of Instructional Media, 35:4 (2008), pp. 413–29.
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decided to further pursue them.82 From the wealth of posters, which gave us a broad overview of
the main topics addressed, we further selected two that – as described above – offer the challenge
of being less striking (and thus less aimed at provocation) than others, while taking up the gender
issue we identified as central. Therefore, these two posters help us to demonstrate what a layered
interpretation brings to the fore, without already exhausting all interpretations at a glance. One
image shows a British fisherman named Tony, while many others in our larger sample show (pre-
dominantly white) girls and women, or at least parts of them (for example, pregnant torsos). The
main exception in our sample is the image of a well-known female (German) politician, Frauke
Petry, with a child, which, however, is closely interlinked with depictions of many other,
unknown women.

While our storytelling partly reflects our own responses to the images and text,83 as inter-
preters of the visual material, we also try to explore the appeal of visual narratives through the
performativity of image/text relations in more general terms and present the results as plausibly
as possible through our layered interpretation technique. Selecting and interpreting the material,
and going through the material until we found our interpretation saturated, we identified two
narratives that characterise the material in terms of messages, modes, and content, which are
inherently interlinked with each other. Since our primary aim is to illustrate exemplarily but
in depth what a layered interpretive analysis reveals, we have not used a more inclusive sample.
We name the two narratives (1) Honest Men Under Threat and (2) Proud Mothers.

Honest Men Under Threat

A key populist narrative is the imagination of a ‘true body’ of the people that is under threat by
external (evil) forces such as the EU, the capitalist system, or migrants, and that needs to be pro-
tected by the ‘true people’, who are ignored by their corrupt political elites. During the so-called
refugee crisis in 2015, in many European countries, metaphors of neverending streams of
migrants became dominant, which evoked feelings of powerlessness, excessive demand, and
loss of control. The voice of the migrants, who seek protection, disappeared in political dis-
courses. Thus, the ‘crisis’ was perceived as a technical problem or even a natural catastrophe,
which needed to be solved or contained. Many right-wing populists used this discursive shift
to legitimise a stronger isolationist policy against immigration. The UKIP campaign is a particular
case as the political movement was eventually successful in pushing the populist narrative around
the combination of the EU and migrants as enemy images, which mobilised collective emotions
of insecurity and heteronomy.

On one of the most controversially discussed UKIP campaign posters we find the image of a
human chain of migrants, whose end disappears in the blurry horizon and therefore supports the
metaphor of a neverending stream. The main slogan ‘Breaking Point’ deals with the feeling of
powerlessness to support the claim of an overstretching limit, and the additional slogan ‘The
EU Has Failed Us All’ provides the moral judgement for the responsibility of the crisis. The visu-
alisation operates with an objectification as single individuals and suffering people are not recog-
nisable.84 The visualised faceless mass suppresses feelings of empathy and supports the populist
narrative of ‘Take Back Control of Our Country’. While this campaign poster example transports
its clearly racist message also through a combination of image and text and mobilises collective
emotions in distinct communities between fear and disgust, there is no need of a deeper analysis.
A more interesting case in the same context of the imagination of the ‘true body of the people’

82For the difficulty of drawing general conclusions about the role of gender in populist discourse, see Sahar Abi-Hassan,
‘Populism and gender’, in Cristóbal Rovira Kaltwasser, Paul Taggart, Paulina Ochoa Espejo, and Pierre Ostiguy (eds), The
Oxford Handbook of Populism (Oxford: Oxford University Press (2017), pp. 438–49.

83Similar to Ravecca and Dauphinee, ‘Narrative and the possibilities for scholarship’.
84Similar to Bleiker et al., ‘The visual dehumanisation of refugees’ talking about ‘visual dehumanization’ of refugees in

boats.

Review of International Studies 227

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

02
60

21
05

19
00

04
21

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210519000421


with regard to the suggestion of visual narrative analysis is the figure of fisherman Tony. Here, the
populist message and the desired emotional mobilisation are more ambivalent.

Fisherman Tony as cipher for the ‘forgotten white men’

Tony Rutherford became one of the famous figures of the UKIP campaign, as he symbolised a
typical British fisherman and used his popularity to give patriotic statements around EU fishing
quotas in public debate.85 On the campaign poster, this elderly fisherman is shown in his work
gear, wearing a red plaid shirt underneath yellow overalls. He sports the typical black cap of a
fisherman and is positioned in front of several small boats in a little harbour, carrying a rope
in his right hand and a fish he apparently caught in the left. The visual configuration puts
Tony, who is positioned on the left front side of the image, in the focus of the viewer, mainly
because of the sharp contrast between the colourful figure of Tony and the grey, cloudy back-
ground. Tony looks serious and resigned, like a man who has lost his hope for a better future
and knows that he needs to continue his hard labour until the end of his life. The harbour envir-
onment also precludes feelings of optimism, as it looks grey, deserted, and bleak. No other person
is seen to be working there. The image may evoke sympathy for Tony,86 who works hard but
seems to be alone and forgotten, much like the steel workers in America’s rust belt.87

The slogan reads: ‘Gutted. Tony’s business has been ripped apart by the EU.’ While ‘Gutted’ at
a first glance and mainly addresses Tony’s disappointment with the EU, the pun on literally ‘gut-
ting’ fish creates a close linkage to the image, adding a further textual layer. Tony therefore
appears as a stereotype of the hard-working patriot who has been betrayed by the elites of the
EU, as the slogan ‘Gutted’ suggests. The EU is clearly characterised in the role of a technocratic
destroyer of the traditional, but good life by the claim that ‘Tony’s business has been ripped apart
by the EU’. The dramatisation of crisis, breakdown, or threat is a repetitive plot pattern in popu-
lism.88 Similarly, UKIP presents itself as the ‘only one party [that] will stand up for you’, accord-
ing to the slogan. The populist narrative suggests that people like Tony have a clear option to
come out of their hopeless situation by voting for a party that has not forgotten them. The
fact that they know the fisherman by name reinforces the idea that UKIP is deeply interested
in him and others like him. The Union Jack logo, in combination with the slogan ‘Believe in
Britain’ provides an emotionalised storyline of patriotism and ways for ameliorating the dramatic
condition of suffering workingmen. There are ways of overcoming feelings of humiliation, the
message implies. The plot of betrayal points to the moral break that causes the governed to
lose trust in the government. Thus, the government has lost its legitimacy to act in the name
of the people, as they no longer serve their interests.

In another image of the UKIP campaign, the top candidates of the other parties (David
Cameron, etc.) are gagged by a blue ribbon in the colours of the EU and the symbolic stars.
They have lost their voice, the UKIP slogan indicates. The people cannot trust them anymore,
because they are the mute puppets of EU bureaucrats. The only man that is not gagged, and
thus able to speak freely, is Nigel Farage. He is therefore the only option to change the condition
of voicelessness, and to fight for people like Tony, whose trust in the government has been lost.
The narrative plays with the typically constructed populist antagonism between an external,

85Daniel Boffey, ‘Brexit Britain: “Foreign boats catch fish in our water and then ship it back to us”’, The Guardian (22 May
2016). Without this contextual knowledge, the image would not clearly situate Tony in a right-wing populist campaign, but
could also be seen differently.

86Both authors as well as the audiences of earlier presentations have been divided in their intuitive feelings for Tony (gen-
erally, men seem to have more sympathy for him than women), which further underlines the ambivalence of the image.

87See Arlie Russell Hochschild, Strangers in Their Own Land: Anger and Mourning on the American Right (New York: The
New Press, 2016).

88Moffitt, The Global Rise of Populism, p. 45.
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corrupt system of political actors who have lost all touch with society and act in a bubble of profit
and nepotism, and the ‘true people’ or ‘honest men’.89 The underlying insinuation is that the
elites in government are simply not interested in the needs and concerns of ordinary people.
These people, however, represent the lost, but true patriotic spirit of the ‘body of the people’,
who deserve more respect from politicians.90

It is no coincidence that the figure of Tony, UKIP, and the EU are all represented by male
figures. The threat of emasculation, implied in Tony’s defeated stance and the gagging of
British politicians, equates to the loss of control that a UK within the EU faces. Only by reclaim-
ing control can men return to their perceived traditional role and regain their masculinity. A pro-
fession like fishing, which is predominantly male and working class, symbolises good, simple
masculine life that is portrayed as unpolluted by postmodern lifestyles. Thus, the EU, similarly
perhaps to the constraints of modern life (with its political correctness, technologies, and gender
equality), embodies a fundamental threat – ‘gutted’ means killed and massacred – to a good life
for men. The underlying fear of men like Tony of becoming irrelevant in this modern world is
perfectly captured in the antagonism between the simple fisherman and the remote, uncaring and
technocratic EU.

Ghost of the heartland

With a broader view, the example of Tony shows that the combination of image and text creates
more complex narratives around collective emotions. What makes the example of fisherman
Tony interesting from the viewpoint of visual narrative analysis is that it summons an
image of a better, bygone world from the country’s past. Fishermen have done their jobs for cen-
turies or even millennia and are thus metaphors of the true Britain that existed long before the
advent of the EU. Famous paintings of fishermen at sea who struggle against the forces of nature

Figure 1. ‘Gutted’.
Source: https://politicaladvertising.co.uk/2015/04/09/gutted/ (UKIP).

89Jan-Werner Müller, What is Populism? (London: Penguin Books, 2017), pp. 3–4.
90Moffitt, The Global Rise of Populism, p. 43.
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(for example by William Turner) come to mind.91 Thus, Tony’s world seems to be more real and
honest than the busy life of bankers in remote, elitist London.92

Paul Taggart used the term heartland to explain that the category of ‘the people’ remains
abstract, whereas the imagination of a backward-looking utopia in the past mobilises collective
fantasies of a better world.93 The heartland metaphor evokes imaginations of a romanticised,
ahistorical, and ideal world such as ‘Middle America’, or ‘La France Profonde’. Political narratives
relate these imaginations via roles depicted by the likes of Tony the fisherman, or the steel
workers in the rust belt in Trump’s campaign, and thus create the desire for a purer life and
world, in which the complex problems of our time are not present. This contradiction to the
EU’s support of structural change of formerly industrial regions is neglected and depoliticised
by use of the fantasmatic logic. The existing problem of economic transformation in the industrial
sector in many Western countries is reframed as a romantic myth of an ideal heartland as a place
of harmony and wealth. Yet, the narrative construction around ideas of inward-looking (national)
organic communities denies pluralism as it provides justifications ‘for the exclusion of the demo-
nized’.94 Such a narrative is mainly directed at men who are believed to suffer disproportionately
from these economic transformations and struggle with the challenges of globalisation. The
promise of a heartland through visual storytelling is a means for identification and appeal to
honest, patriotic working people, and creates the misleading imaginary ideal of an easy political
solution for them.

The UKIP campaign is a prime example of how right-wing populists draw on this heartland
narrative in the distinct cultural context of the formerly glorious British Empire and how this
leads to a further competition between political narratives over the authority to dominate the
polyphonic discourse. This is the fourth step of layering and leads us to the political controversy
around and after the Brexit referendum. In the desperate search by former prime minister
Theresa May for a pragmatic solution to the Brexit decision, the different groups of political
actors lead the debate to a radicalised antagonism between the two options of leaving the EU
(‘hard Brexit’) or remaining in the EU through a new referendum. The ghost of the heartland
narrative produces a toxic mixture for the culture of debating and leaves no space anymore for
compromise. It is further pushed by conservative hardliners like Jacob Rees-Mogg and UK
Prime Minister Boris Johnson, who create different stories around the plot of betrayal against
the people, which gains moral weight by claiming a quest for truth, emancipatory action, and
a call for justice in the face of deceit. Johnson, for instance, recently reactivated the Honest
Men Under Threat narrative by the fictional claim that the EU ruins British fishermen on the
(non-EU) Isle of Man through rules to keep fish fresh in a plastic ice pillow (in fact a regulation
issued by the UK government). He even held a fish in his hands (like Tony in the poster) during a
speech to complain about ‘pointless’ kipper rules and to show solidarity with the British fisher-
men.95 The fantasy of this betrayal of honest men in a true Britain has been narrated in different
variations, including references to somewhat fictional historical periods in which the UK was free
from external influence,96 and particularly to the loss of its Empire.97

Fintan O’Toole describes the cultural background of this specific British narrative as the
‘pleasures of self-pity’, which involves two complementing parts: a deep feeling of loss and a

91Also discussed in Chris Reid, England’s Sea Fisheries: The Commercial Sea Fisheries of England and Wales since 1300, ed.
David John Starkey, Neil Ashcroft, and Chris Reid (London: Chatham, 2000).

92Similarly, on soldiers, see Tidy, ‘Fatherhood, gender, and interventions in the geopolitical’.
93See Paul Taggart, Populism (New York: Open University Press, 2000).
94Ibid., p. 96.
95Ben Quinn, ‘Kipper rules Boris Johnson blamed on EU are actually British, says Brussels’, The Guardian (18 July 2019).
96See many interesting examples in Christopher Kissane, ‘Historical nonsense underpins UK’s Brexit floundering: From

Hastings to Dunkirk a past that blinds Britain to reality has been peddled’, Irish Times (17 September 2018).
97See Gary Younge, ‘Britain’s imperial fantasies have given us Brexit’, The Guardian (3 February 2018).
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simultaneous feeling of superiority.98 The plot of betrayal in combination with victim myths and
heroic stories is particularly relevant to populist narratives, as it not only mobilises collective
emotions of anger, indignation, and pain, but even creates possibilities for agency.99 The under-
lying demand that you as true representatives of the people need to reclaim your country (which
otherwise will be lost) enables different, more positive collective emotions such as confidence and
pride. While moderate British politicians try to tell the story of cooperation, mutual trust, and
British benefits of being part of the EU, Brexiteers put emphasis on the dystopic fantasy of a battle
against the EU as the incorporation of the German will to subject the British continent.100

Populists therefore promise a political solution to the dystopian situation of hopelessness, humili-
ation, and vassalage. The heartland narrative shows how chosen body metaphors in relation to
the nation and the people provoke collective emotions (fear and anger), strong moral judgements
(elites as traitors), and feelings of self-enactment in terms of agency for ‘forgotten white men’. In
terms of ‘the political’ logic, one would have to point out that the European Union has been a
project that counters the negative effects of imperial expansion, whereas in terms of ‘the fantas-
matic’ logic, an empire would blissfully replace the EU with the historical greatness merited by the
British people. The idea of becoming part of an empire is therefore more pleasing and appealing
than the reality of the European Union – even if upon further reflection, the re-establishment of
an empire by any British party is an unlikely goal.

Proud Mothers

The second case is, at first glance, less concerned with a political message. Depicting a well-
known (former) German politician of the Alternative for Germany (AfD) party, the main mes-
sage of this poster could be seen in simply advertising Frauke Petry, but nothing else. In the
depiction of a woman with a child we identify a culturally appropriate motif, but less so a polit-
ically adequate one. As a way of sending a political message in the setting of a western European
country, female politicians with children, particularly babies, are rather unfamiliar. As distinct to
the threat of emasculation that fisherman Tony faces, women (almost as a continuation of chil-
dren) in right-wing storytelling are primarily depicted as victims of foreign men, rather than by
the EU or similar entities. In fact, the sample of posters we studied often showed these motifs,
either as direct threats to women’s/children’s safety or as threats to their ontological security
(for example, in the slogan ‘Bikinis instead of Burkas’ or posters in the aftermath of attacks
on women in Cologne). In our analysis, we found that the majority of images by the
Alternative for Germany (AfD) portraying women or children, for instance, point to the need
to protect daughters and wives, who thereby become objects of masculine displays of strength.

However, images of women are never used to represent groups of men and women, such
as employees, tax payers, etc., but only to represent other, equally vulnerable women.
Interestingly, this does by no means reflect the fact that women are integral parts of the labour
force and also receive social transfer benefits (like Tony) or that they could be won over as voters
instead of their partners to whom appeals for women’s safety seem to be addressed. Therefore,
before even looking in more depth at the poster of Petry’s, we contextualise it as an outlier in
the clear gender division into males as agents and women/children as subject of politics. At
the same time, it uses a completely different style from other posters that feature women,
which show them in traditional folk costume, as objects of sexual desire or as primarily vulnerable
to dark males. The neutral presentation is very much in line with how male professionals are pre-
sented and thus seemingly harmless. As part of its election campaign in 2017, one of the AfD’s
(former) leaders, Frauke Petry, posed with her own baby. The poster was somewhat scandalised

98Fintan O’Toole, Heroic Failure: Brexit and the Politics of Pain (London: Head of Zeus, 2018).
99See Wodak, The Politics of Fear.
100See O’Toole, Heroic Failure.
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for this reason, since utilising children for political gain was seen as overly strategic and immoral.
Beyond this calculated move at publicity, our layered analysis helps to show what the image itself
and the image/text combination offer in terms of potential appeal to the public.

Motherhood and politics

We see, at first, the female politician, looking into the camera with a calm, confident smile. Her
short, severely cut hair and sparingly applied makeup as well as her modest business shirt do not
distract from the main focus of the image: The baby, dressed in a neutral greyish top, is asleep
and trustingly held by the mother, who displays her wedding band on the hand that holds the
child. The background is kept neutral, in a greenish grey that creates no distraction from the
mother with child. The skin-to-skin contact between mother and child, the protective hand
on top of the baby’s head, and the angle of the mother’s head are visually arranged to a pleasing
ensemble.

The abstract motif is well known in art and clerical history; the Madonna with child has strong
cultural – Western, Christian – roots and is evoked here in the way mother and child pose. Even
those not consciously engaged with the Church will have implicit knowledge about the motif in
their cultural repertoire. Given the fact that Petry was married to a Christian parson, had four
children with him, had an affair with another AfD politician, had the new child with him and
was divorced and then remarried, the Madonna motif is an interesting choice. At the same
time, the image conveys a sense of serenity, a unique mood that only a mother and baby can cre-
ate. The universal love of babies provides affective triggers and an emotional storyline at the same
time, even for those who may despise the politician. The image may serve to establish Petry’s
credibility as a party leader and to confer legitimacy as a caring mother. The image of the inno-
cent child and devoted mother camouflages the fact that Petry was a known power politician and,
in contrast with the regressive thinking of the party, herself a working mother. This needs further
reflection.

Adding the textual layer, we read: ‘Frauke Petry, Chair of the AfD. And what is your reason to
fight for Germany? Take courage, Germany’ [or, in a broader reading, ‘Get married, Germany’]!
The belligerent slogan stands in stark contrast to the serene mood of the image and thus creates a
productive friction. It directly addresses the audience, drawing it into a discussion. The slogan
also works on a presupposition, that is, claims that every reader in fact wishes (or should do
so) to fight for ‘Germany’. No further explication of the fight or even of the idea of ‘Germany’
is given, since the addressed audience apparently would not question the presupposition – or
if they did, would not be the addressed audience.

The main implication of the slogan is that a mother should fight for the future of her child.
The idea of ‘fighting’ forms a second fantastic layer in the already emotionally loaded image of a
mother with her newborn child. It implies sacrifice, passion, and aggression – all for the sake of a
future generation. Here, the heroism of a mother fighting for a child – by means of politics –
renders political action a personal mission, a cause greater than that of candidates competing
for office. The plot of a hero (or heroine, in this case) fighting against an enemy (possibly
the foreign infiltration by migrants, many of whom are seen to have many children) for a
true people is invoked. A heroine, it can be assumed, is more than a simple politician.101

Petry presents herself both as a party politician (dressed as most other politicians from more
established parties would) and as all (German) mothers; her reasons for pursuing politics are
the purest. This mirrors what proponents of fantasmatic logic have claimed, namely that politics
can be depoliticised to make it more palatable. The fantasy of politics without politicians – cor-
rupt elites – underlies this imagery. Petry’s dual role as politician and mother is what is meant to
make her so convincing: she is not in politics as part of an egotistic struggle, but for personal

101For the male role of ‘saviour’ in right-wing populism, see Wodak, The Politics of Fear, ch. 6.
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reasons. The baby, as all true Germans would be, is in her care, and thus she can be trusted to
fight for the people rather than for her own gain. The appeal therefore lies in believing that a
party like the AfD seem less ambitious or less involved in petty struggles than other parties,102

to which the AfD aims to become an alternative.
The fantasmatic appeal of the image and the broader narrative becomes tangible by under-

standing the near impossibility of having a negative reaction to the image of a mother with
child. Even a controversial figure like Frauke Petry can expect to be respected as a mother,
regardless of her political stance. The vulnerability of a mother with child serves as a protective
shield against too harsh criticism. Only the slogan adds a political message to the otherwise
depoliticised Madonna image. In conjunction with the benign image, the slogan is rendered
less aggressive but also more credible. Different frictions characterise the poster and work in
conjunction to offer different interpretive anchors that allow for a broader appeal.
Traditionalists may applaud Petry for being a mother first and a politician on top. More nation-
alist supporters of AfD may welcome the not too subtle message that there needs to be a fight
for Germany, which Petry will lead. The ‘proud motherhood‘ narrative both establishes the peo-
ple – true ‘Germans’ – and the mode of doing politics – as a ‘fight’ for a just cause – and uses
the symbolism of female roles of motherhood to bring the message home. Others may find it
easier to vote for a former fringe party that manages to present itself so professionally, without
reverting to unsubtle friend–foe imagery. All these and possible other interpretations buy into
the fantasy that motherhood and nationalist politics are connected, but satisfy different needs
with it.

Figure 2. ‘And what is your reason to fight for Germany? Take courage, Germany’.
Source: https://www.n-tv.de/politik/Petry-will-mit-Ferdinand-werben-article19949766.html (AfD).

102Similarly Moffit, The Global Rise of Populism, p. 127.
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We are not the elite

Similar to Donald Trump’s, Matteo Salvini’s, or Boris Johnson’s attempts to present themselves
above petty party politics, Petry being a mother immunises her from being suspected of serving
self-interest. Thus, she is not just a politician, but more than a politician. The ‘Proud Mother’
narrative thus links up to a central tenet of populist, particularly right-wing parties across several
countries, namely a ‘we are not the elite’ narrative.103 Claiming to counter established, elite-driven
modes of politics – embodied in such generalising metaphors as ‘the D.C. swamp’ or simply
‘Brussels’ – populist parties promise alternative, responsive modes of doing politics. At the
same time, they must necessarily campaign to achieve power and, for instance, claim the
White House – which means they have to reconcile two inconsistent messages. Furthermore,
many of the candidates that claim to take an anti-elitist stance are clearly part of the elite them-
selves; Brexit campaigners like former Eton pupil Boris Johnson, trust fund baby Donald Trump,
and second-generation party leader Marine Le Pen are white, wealthy, and come from well-
connected, affluent families. Even current French president Emmanuel Macron, a former invest-
ment banker and ENA graduate, claimed to lead a ‘movement’ rather than a party in order to
signal his departure from corrupt, inert party politics. As noted above, fantasmatic logic
often functions to reconcile contradictory claims. One well-known example of an attempt to
bridge such positions can be found in Donald Trump’s public self-representation. Posing with
his family in his lavishly decorated New York City apartment, Trump projected a public persona
of a man wealthy and influential beyond measure. Already ever-present in the public eye as a tele-
vision show celebrity, Trump presented the image of a somewhat vulgar (that is, relatable) public
figure without any need to strive for the office of US president, thus conveying the underlying
message that he had no other motivation for becoming a politician than ‘making America
great again’.104

Beyond this, the strength of the image under discussion here lies in its metaphors and implicit
messages that make a world ruled by the parties advertised seem attractive to their voters; both to
men, who struggle with their roles in modern societies characterised by calls for political correct-
ness and claims for gender equality, and women who may thus reconcile their conservative beliefs
with a politically relevant task105 – that is, not being just mothers, but mothers with a deeper
purpose, namely the protection of a truly German people.106 The silences created by this and
similar posters as opposed to those used by other parties are also telling. Many centrist parties
increasingly diversify their images in terms of ethnicity, age, sexual orientation, even clothing
styles, and so on. Women of colour, gay couples, urban hipsters, and so on have become indica-
tors of a diverse, open society promoted by most mainstream parties. They are almost entirely
absent in the campaign posters of right-wing populists we found – repetitive patterns of showing
blonde children, devoted mothers, women as helpless victims of foreign men, etc. reify reaction-
ary images and mobilise those that feel threatened by diversity (summarised as the

103Paula Diehl, ‘Twisting representation’, in Carlos de la Torre (ed.), Handbook of Populism (London: Routledge, 2018),
pp. 129–43.

104Rather than damaging Trump’s image, his lack of professionalism, as shown by his misspelled tweets or personal attacks
on adversaries, instead enhanced this non-politician persona; ‘bad manners’ can be strategically used to perform ordinariness,
Moffitt, The Global Rise of Populism, p. 57.

105With regard to the gendered dimension, motherhood in politics has no unitary meaning. For instance, childless female
politicians like Angela Merkel or Theresa May have had to prove that they were able to lead a country in spite of not having
borne children – one of Merkel’s nicknames ‘Mutti’ (Mummy) was used mockingly but also lovingly, depending on the audi-
ence, demonstrating that womanhood is not easily separated from motherhood in the public eye. Childless male politicians
rarely face the same scrutiny.

106In the German context, this has evokes vague associations with the NS ideology of motherhood, where birthing as many
children as possible was seen as a political service provided by women. The birth of more than four children, during the NS
time, would be rewarded by a ‘mother’s cross’ (called ‘rabbit medal’ by the population), particularly since wartime efforts
would demand children who could become soldiers. Women bearing children, in this understanding, would provide
resources for the right cause – ‘Germany’.
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‘new Germans’), new styles of living, and overall growing levels of equality. The fantasmatic
appeal of an old-fashioned but time-tested lifestyle cannot be underestimated.107 Fighting for
these worthy causes is claimed to be a humanistic mission rather than politics, which is often
portrayed as corrupt and self-interested in right-wing populist narratives.

Conclusion
We link up to discussions about the performativity of storytelling (in populism), and our main
interest lies in narrative modes of political storytelling, which we approach through a visual nar-
rative analysis. Therefore, we only generalise to the extent to which the material for our analysis
allows it. At the same time, understanding the fantasmatic dimension of storytelling, which can
be produced in metaphors, images, and symbolism, may tell us why some political stories, here
those of right-wing populist parties, and even political claims can become so appealing.

A key finding, derived from both our consultation of the literature on narratology and the vis-
ual analysis, is the way storytelling can create fantasy by means of narration, for instance in the
various ways of combining images with text. As the analysis shows, different layers of meaning
can be combined to work together or develop productive friction. An important aspect of the
fantasmatic appeal is that pleasure and thus, potentially, consent can be derived from a range
of responses, ranging from self-pity to feelings of superiority, or often even in combination.
The dual strategy of attempting interpretive closure and simultaneously leaving room for a variety
of interpretations can be seen as an important dimension of the appeal that these narratives gen-
erate. Following from this, narratives may reach different, and possibly hitherto untapped audi-
ences through fantasmatic appeal.

With regard to the research practices also interesting to scholars of International Relations,
images provide easy and often intuitive access to much more complex narratives; they can also
address politically precarious issues, which may even be taboo in public debates, more easily
than explicit political narratives. This not only provides for responses that can help or even trigger
identification, but also legitimises an overall political climate that is very concerned with sensi-
tivities rather than problem solving. The storyline and the fantasmatic components of a narrative
are therefore closely intertwined. One basis for appeal can be seen in generating conditions for
agreement with the sentiment that is conveyed in images, which becomes a pleasant experience;
intuitive agreement rather than rational self-persuasion can then create positive linkages towards
a narrative or even the party that offers them. Agreement with the textual layer, which is often
more explicitly political than the image, is another means of appealing to an audience, since fur-
ther associations and references to underlying assumptions can be addressed.

Cultural repertoires, also mentioned above, provide points of reference that enable interpret-
ation in particular contexts. The example of the Fisherman (Tony) makes more sense in the
British context than, for instance, in an Austrian one. The addressees of the image require no
explanation of the cultural context to understand the image and its broader narrative, as they
are already part of the community they evoke. Exercises of identity building, therefore, as well
as emotional consent with political narratives, presuppose a common understanding of some
of the content and symbols, but are able to reconfigure them in new ways for exactly that reason.
Political storytelling may not reveal all aspects of an agenda openly. Here, the use of imagery can
be instrumental in getting more complex messages across, often those that go beyond an accepted
political consensus. These moves, in turn, can influence the broader discourse and push the
boundaries of what can be expressed freely. Even public outrage or criticism do not necessarily
imply the failure of this strategy; withdrawing particularly scandalous images or deleting tweets
can have positive repercussions, especially for extremist parties.

107For the ‘universalized storyline’ of ‘peaceful’ women, see Tidy, ‘Fatherhood, gender, and interventions in the geopolit-
ical’, p. 3.
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The layered interpretation process of the visual narrative analysis brings to light the productive
interplay between images, narratives, and their fantasmatic dimension. The performativity of
images and the interplay between image and text create emotionalised storylines, which often fol-
low fantasmatic logics, mainly as attempts to remove them from the realm of power politics.
Rewards for agreeing with political messages through pleasure may not be causes for assent,
but certainly contributing factors. This hints at why it is vital and interesting to pay close atten-
tion to the interlinkages between images, fantasy, and political narratives.108

Finally, while IR scholars have, so far, been hesitant to study the phenomena of populism,
recent studies in IR demonstrate the strength that newer strands in the discipline have in provid-
ing instruments and a promising conceptual vocabulary (such as visuality, gender and violence,
language, among others) that may generate fresh outlooks on the performative dimension of
populism. IR scholars have thus an opportunity to become engaged in an interdisciplinary
endeavour of understanding populism in its broader cultural and political context.
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