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Abstract:

Throughout the Covid-19 pandemic the post-truth and increasingly
radicalized anti-vaccine movement has gained worldwide attention as a major
opponent of Covid-restricting efforts. In Germany, the anti-vax movement
Querdenker have staged several large-scale protests opposing the *undemocratic’
government. With increasing online identity expression through fast-paced visual
platforms, the Querdenker utilize the global, visual environment of Instagram to
facilitate and sustain an ontological security narrative while affected by Instagram’s
content moderation efforts. An explanatory sequential design is used, combining a
quantitative content analysis of the three movement-connected hashtags with a
qualitative semiotic and text analysis of selected profiles’ meme content. Applying
mixed methodology allows the thesis to draw reflections on the embeddedness of
content while also providing insights into commonly used visual signs and narrative
tools to construct security. The findings indicate that Querdenker security narratives
rely on defining the Other as a threat to continuity of the Self. The ‘Radicalized
Other’ is here interpreted in line with populist anti-elitism while non-movement
members of society are seen as similar to the ‘Orientalized Other’ that needs to be
guided and taught. As society changes, the movement displays tendencies of
holding on to traditional worldviews and value systems to establish a securitized
context in which protest and resistance become necessary to sustain their identity.
On the other hand, censorship affects textual elements within Instagram content.
Users have also reported several strategies of countering censorship, thus raising
the question if algorithmic filtering approaches are ineffective in detecting and
sustaining content moderation according to misinformation guidelines. Comedic
visual content, however, proved to make memes more resilient to censorship and

potentially more effective in sustaining ontological security narratives.
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1. BACKGROUND

Amidst rising election talks in 2020, one of the biggest protests in Germany,
regarding recently introduced contact restrictions and regulations to public life, took
place. Approximately 40.000 people protested in Berlin against COVID rules
decided upon by the government (Strick, 2021, p. 389) — one protest among many
that recently erupted in cities across the globe. Alongside COVID-deniers in the
United States (US) and United Kingdom (UK) and mass protests against regulations
in India, the German ‘Querdenker’ movement can be considered one of the most

prominent strands of anti-vax movements globally.

Today many people utilize digital and social media platforms like Facebook,
Twitter, YouTube and others as a source of information (Malik et al., 2021).

Particularly younger age groups (18-44) project a high consumption of social media
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content (Newman et al., 2017). While the move towards digital media as a main
resource for information consumption today has provided wider and faster access
to news, through a decentralized dissemination of content, it also comes with a
significant increase in circulation of false information (Malik et al., 2021). The
focus on visual, fast-paced, and emotional content poses a particularly challenging
environment for identifying the degree of truthfulness within posted content
(Jaramillo-Dent & Pérez-Rodriguez, 2021), especially considering that the average
user of social media does not take extra time to verify information online (Khan &
Idris, 2019).

On the other hand, social media are platforms of self-expression. Through
constructing an image of the self, especially through visual platforms like
Instagram, individuals connect to a community, while also establishing and re-
arranging their identity within a larger context. Creating content, but also reacting
and consuming other users’ content, thus, serves as an outlet of identity
development and expression (Perera et al., 2021). While identity narration is a
central part of social media usage, so is the sensation of anxiety. The constant flow
of information inherent to the social media environment of endless news feeds
confronts users with worldwide conflict, global changes and risks to personal health
and life stability, thus causing a rise in anxiety, fear, and insecurities (Burrows,
2017).

Previously research has investigated how rising usage of social media is
connected to identity narration (Jaramillo-Dent & Pérez-Rodriguez, 2021; Perera et
al., 2021), and how social movements express their views within a larger context of
media discourse (Jaramillo-Dent & Pérez-Rodriguez, 2021). While many prior
studies have investigated security narration and ontological security, in particular
on mainly textual platforms like Facebook and Twitter, this paper will attempt to
dive deeper into the visual transformation of security narratives, by looking at

content generated on the social network platform Instagram.

While the narration of oneself, combined with the securitization of context and
narratives, builds one half of this thesis, the other comes from platform
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interventions. People take to social media to construct an image and a narrative
about themselves, their surroundings and their intentions. On the other hand, the
platforms influence the discourse present online through implementing distinct
platform specific communication norms through content management, restrictions,
and censorship. This can be observed in the case of the COVID-19 debate
specifically. While many companies online were praised for cracking down on the
spread of misinformation online, this also caused users to implement
countermeasures to circumvent hashtag-blocks, content restrictions, etc. (Steinberg,
2021).

To investigate how social identity is constructed virtually, influenced by
platform providers, and securitized in a crisis context such as the COVID-19
pandemic the case of the German Querdenker movement was chosen.

1.1. Querdenker

The origins of the movement lead back to a group in Stuttgart that was founded
in April 2020 in response to a nationwide lockdown including the closing of
schools, shops, and places of public gathering. What started as a group of a few
dozen soon became a national movement that attracted multiple thousands of
protesters opposing the national ‘infection protection act’ (Infektionsschutzgesetz)
based on the grounds of freedom of movement, decision making, and personhood
— German fundamental constitutional rights (Teune, 2021). A defining
characteristic of the Querdenker movement’s narrative is the use of false
information to argue against restrictions and vaccine promotion. Their narrative
strategies of posing as the victim of political correctness are paired with arguments
of Social-Darwinism and appropriation of Jewish Holocaust history thus
positioning them close to far-right extremist groups that show increasing presence

at anti-vax protests.

While the ideological profile of the movement is very diverse as followers
joined the movement from various political and cultural backgrounds, they still
project a strong group identity that has significant implications on individual
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identity practices (Chen, 2021; Chotiner, 2020; Hornsey, 2021; Teune, 2021). Here
an understanding of ontological security and effects of anxiety can add an
understanding of what unites and binds people to a movement that provides a
distinct understanding and contextualization of current events, effectively

simplifying an increasingly complex globalized world.
1.2. The Meaning of Free Speech

Free speech is an essential part of democracies. But the fundamental right has
not just been discussed in relation to political systems but also when it comes to
ethical guidelines online. As many social media platforms exist to encourage
discussions and exchange, they are also faced with the difficulties that come with
digital anonymity. Anonymity is much easier to achieve in a digital context as
people no longer engage face-to-face. While reducing the cost of communication,
it also builds barriers prohibiting previous means of communicating and enclosing

a new set of communication norms (Rosner & Kramer, 2016).

Recently social media platforms have been the center of attention when it
comes to addressing problems of hate speech, racism, and sexism (Griffin, 2022).
The focus in the debates often refers back to the right of free speech. What are its
boundaries? Is it more important than physical and psychological security and who
is responsible for assuring proper conduct? Germany is considered one of the
countries with the strictest regulations on what can be considered under freedom of
speech. This is in part due to historically tight restrictions on hate speech and verbal
offense originating in the 1950s, after the country was facing increasing difficulties
with Nazi-mentality in its society (Delcker, 2020). These laws regulating freedom
of speech were recently translated into new legal contexts trying to tackle hate
speech and illegal activity on social networks. While this effort was mainly directed
towards managing the increasing transference of online hate incitement into offline
far-right extremist terrorism it also targets dangerous levels of mis- and
disinformation circulating on those platforms. The new Network Enforcement Act
(NetzDG) was written into law in 2017 and further tightened in 2019 in response to

the murder of a pro-refugee politician. It puts the responsibility of monitoring and
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censoring illegal content on social media platforms with more than two million
German users. Non-compliance with the law will lead to fines leading up to five
million Euros forcing private tech companies to administer diligent and wide-
spread censorship to avoid the punishment (Bundesministerium der Justiz, 2017).
A common criticism and an important factor to this thesis’ analysis is that this
censorship is enforced by the platforms, however it is done on behalf of government
regulations, thus linking political oversight to the process of online censorship?.
Another fact to consider is the original motivation behind NetzDG being right-wing
extremism and hate speech, especially regarding the increasing involvement of far-
right groups within the Querdenker movement.

1.3. Research Questions

As such this thesis will investigate the identity construction of the Querdenker
movement as the representation of a populist anti-government movement with
members from diverse motivations and backgrounds. A special attention will be
given to how platform moderation influences published content by changing and
implementing communication norms. Here a closer look will be taken at security
narratives and their degree of radicalization over time. With regards to Instagram,
the question will be how this is achieved through visualization rather than

textualization.

RQ1: How does the Querdenker movement construct their identity through

visualization strategies on Instagram?

=>» How do these strategies motivate ontological security?
RQ2: How does platform moderation influence visual security narratives

online?

Within the following section the main foundations of the theoretical framework of

this thesis will be discussed. The theories of ontological security, (visual) online

It is noteworthy that censorship varies in countries and based on language as reviews
focus on major western languages (Faddoul, 2020) with national legal constraints on
platform moderation efforts motivating censorship and content guidance further.
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culture and censorship build this frame which will be filled with contextual
concepts and definitions originating from research in digital and social media,

visual culture, security studies, and globalization.

2. THEORY

To situate this research, one must consider the global context in which both the
online sphere and political movements such as the anti-vax movement today
operate. Here it becomes evident that global interconnectedness progresses, just like
the interrelation of political narratives and reasoning. While many nationalist and
populist movements and political actors are increasingly arguing against
globalization, they rely on the transnational character of the movement they are part
of. Steger and James (2019) argue that while populist movements often are
‘economically anti-globalist’ their ‘practice is culturally globalizing” (ibid., p. 188).
Proof of this can be found in several collaborations between populist leaders
worldwide regarding campaign slogans, joined symbolism and rhetoric, and
movement belonging and identification. The transferability has become especially
visible recently when — due to the COVID-19 pandemic — people united via the
means of digital resources, forming global movements that are bound, not by
locality or national belonging, but rather shared interests that led to the formation
of non-territorial identities — identities existing outside of geographical limitations
(Scholte, 2005, pp. 239-240).

While globalization advances the disconnect of activities and everyday life from
the local context, this social disembedding influences trust in increasingly abstract
systems (financial system, economy, etc.). Stretching space and time limitations
across further distances the process of globalization is perceived as ‘liberating’ but
also causes changes in routines, thus, straining perceptions of normalcy (Giddens,
1991a; Steger & James, 2019, p. 193). This increasing complexity can motivate a
strong opposition to further globalization, as people strive towards reinstating
simplicity as a sensemaking mechanism to incomprehensible global

interconnectedness (Sharp, 1985).

10
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2.1. Ontological Security

Within this increasingly globalized world questions of identity and familiarity
have gained precedence in public discourse on- and offline. At the same time a
multitude of ideological movements driven by the rise of uncertainty and insecurity
in modern day society are emerging and exert pressure on current political and
economic decision-making processes. Here, the concept of ontological security
becomes a central element to assess trends in insecurity, as it seeks to explain these
phenomena and the coping mechanisms that are being applied to counteract
heightened uncertainty. Ontological security describes the security of being. By
reassuring stability of one's self-narrative and societal embeddedness, ontological
security can be established. As a response to heightened insecurity, global issues
are interpreted in line with pre-existing narratives to ground identities, thus
reassuring individuals in their being and strengthening societal position, ‘order’,

and ontological security (Subotic, 2016).

Ontological security theory (OST) draws on three distinct concepts:
Identity, anxiety, and security. While identity formation and awareness are both
reflexive and internal processes, especially the continuity of the Self and the
prospect of a somewhat predictable future are essential to the conceptualization of
identity in OST. In Mitzen’s (2006) words:

Ontological security refers to the need to experience oneself as a
whole, continuous person in time — as being rather than constantly
changing — in order to realize a sense of agency (Giddens, 1991b;
Laing, 1969; in Mitzen, 2006, p. 342)

Anxiety in OST is a diversely used concept. Previous research both
interprets anxiety as disabling and enabling regarding motivating agency and
changes in behavioral patterns (Krickel-Choi, 2021). To sharpen the definition and
especially develop a distinction between the often-synonymous use of anxiety and
ontological insecurity, Krickel-Choi (2021) returns to an existentialist reading of
the concept of anxiety. In line with the interpretation by Laing (1990) who split

anxiety into normal and neurotic, Krickel-Choi distinguishes between anxiety and

11
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ontological insecurity. The former describes the enabling stages in line with a
normal, every-day sensation of anxiousness, whereas the latter defines severe stages
of instability in personal continuity that incapacitates an individual’s ability to
modify behavioral patterns and adjust to alternating circumstances threatening
future stability of the Self (Krickel-Choi, 2021).

Two concepts strongly connected to those of anxiety and ontological insecurity
are risk and uncertainty. The modern globalized world comes with many changes
to the fabric of society. Processes are increasingly disconnected from the local
context, while on a global level being highly interrelated which causes different risk
perceptions in individuals. The main driver for this development is uncertainty. A
world as interrelated as it is now provides a stage that is highly “complex,
ambiguous and dynamic” (Becker, 2014, p. 123). In the context of addressing
identified future high-risk scenarios the individual often struggles to identify causal
action and response links, thus causing emotions of frustration and anxiety. On the
other hand, many global issues today require global cooperative solutions.
However, when faced with diversity in opinions and viewpoints regarding how to
address complex issues many disagree on the necessary measures, thus
transforming decision making processes into long-lasting, unproductive arguments
with no definitive outcome (Slovic, 2001). This has the potential to undermine
established trust structures within societies (ibid.), heightening polarization in
politics, while also positioning political opinions as a central factor to judging the

trustworthiness of a person.

Trust is another essential element within OST. Giddens describes societal
trust as essential to an ontologically secure self thus defining the essence of the
conceptualization of security. The trust in others and the ability to anticipate events
and interactions through routines provides an individual with a sense of continuity
that counteracts the complexity of a changing and uncertain world (Giddens, 1991b,
pp. 38-47; Peoples & Vaughan-Williams, 2014, p. 69). Distrust is a common
phenomenon in members within the anti-vax movement, particularly the feeling of

being out of touch with the rest of society and being disregarded by a political

12
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context can have a powerful effect on an individual’s experience of ontological
security (Cossarini, 2017; Krolikowski, 2008). The theorization of basic trust by
Giddens can be used in this context to illustrate why Querdenker are so susceptible
to disinformation and conspiracy theories building the foundation to their ideology.
This dimension of trust describes the confidence placed in individuals in a person’s
immediate, daily environment. Through basic trust interactions an individual
bridges the possibility for unexpected events or surprises, by feeling confident in
the upholding of patterned behavior. This conceptualization of trust by Giddens
(1991b) builds the foundation of most of modern-day communication. Here, the
expectation of behavior is essential to avoid misunderstandings caused by
subjectivity in perceptions, thus stabilizing interactions against disappointment
(Luhmann, 1972, pp. 31-32). The developments caused by globalization towards
increased global interdependency and de-linkages of space and identity coincide
with the rise of ideological structures such as populism within political contexts.
Together they function as a strong destabilizing force to basic trust structures as
differences in worldviews, behavioral patterns and biases are highlighted amongst
members of society often causing dissonance for the Self (Giddens, 1991b, pp. 187-
188). Resulting from this, basic trust is reassigned by the individual to new and
potentially smaller groups of people as more global societal trust structures retreat,

making reconceptualizations of trust and protective measures of identity necessary.

Argumentative contradictions or opposing worldviews inherent to a
democratic political environment can lead to an individual questioning the
continuity of his or her understanding of the world and, thus, pose a possibility for
insecurities arising. A ‘protective cocoon’, according to Giddens, can then be
necessary strengthening the continuation of self against obscuring ideas and risks
(Giddens, 1991b, pp. 126-133), which in the case of the anti-vax movement
becomes evident in the form of disinformation and conspiracies. While trust in
governmental functions, then, is dwindling amongst anti-vax community members,
the belief in the community and the shared narrative rises (Germani & Biller-
Andorno, 2021; Wang, 2021). Provided is a narrative that reassures followers of

simplified explanations to increasingly complex issues of an interconnected,

13
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globalized world amidst a pandemic. Strengthened through phenomena like echo
chambers and filter bubbles this contributes to a rising polarization between factual
and counterfactual motivated arguments while both experience rising levels of

resilience (Colomina et al., 2021, p. 13).

2.1.1. Collective Memory and Emotions

Collective Memory is a driving force in creating collective narratives. While
collectivity unites multiple variations of past recollections within one sense-
making-model, often it also highlights divisions based on power relations within
society. While some groups’ interpretation of history functions as a guiding
principle to make sense of global societal events, others’ memory is silenced or
disregarded in everyday contexts. Nicole Doerr (2017) writes about how in this
regard collective memory can become a source of conflict or be disrupting to
democratic decision-making processes as majority and minority memories clash in
public settings. Providing space for excluded narratives is an enabling technique.
When disregarding diverse recollections of history for long, however, it also comes
with the risk of narrative reproduction of trauma and encouraging defensive
storytelling of both victims and perpetrators, thus fostering an increasingly toxic
environment for democratic processes and decision-making. Particularly interesting
in her analysis is the mentioning of so called ‘crypts’, a narrative form implicitly
portraying memories of violence and suppression carried through generations
(Doerr, 2017).

Regarding the anti-vax movement, memory and narrative recollections of
minorities versus majorities are a central factor. In Germany, but also globally, the
anti-vax movement has been criticized for utilizing political systems’ attentiveness
to diverse interests and inclusiveness to successfully influence political agendas
despite being a small minority of the population. While inclusivity and attentiveness
to diverse recollections of past and present events can be an asset in countering
political alienation and defensiveness, as Nicole Doerr (2017) describes, it can also

come with the risk of reversing power relations into the opposite extreme, where
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minority opinions are not disregarded but rather given more attention and weight

than are present in society.

The political environment, especially in recent times with the rise in globally
spread populist and nationalist movements, is one strongly interwoven with
emotions. Emotions, embedded and reproduced in and through fantasies, historical
accounts and not the least felt in everyday interactions with the immediate
environment, can function as strong influences on the conceptualization of
ontological security (Kinnvall & Mitzen, 2018) while also guiding securitization

practices (Kinnvall, 2017).

Traumatic experiences are easily engrained in individual memory over
extended periods of time, as they are tied to strong emotional responses and
heightened insecurities about the present and future state of being. Due to this
trauma and feelings of fear and anxiousness are used in political contexts to steer
public opinions, but also to create a sense of unity and belonging through shared
hardship (Kinnvall, 2017.). While these experiences often tie to insecurities of
ontological nature, insofar as they challenge an individual’s notion of continuity
and stability in the wake of unsettling changes in the societal fabric — they can also
bind a physical element of security. This is especially the case when considering
challenges to health and physical safety on a wide-range societal scale. Kinnvall
(2017) describes, in this context, how the securitization of women’s bodies in the
context of repeated rape cases in India functions not just to establish a grounded
societal order and re-narrate complex identity structures of the Indian society
against the threat of physical violence. It also aligns with a physical dimension of
securitization and insecurity as it coincides with restrictions to bodily autonomy
and physical well-being for women by introducing a conceptualization of gendered

identity that poses challenges to physical security (ibid.).

The Querdenker movement operates on the margins of physical and
ontological security as well. To start with, contextualized in an ongoing global
pandemic, concerns about physical security are governing many political and

personal decisions of individuals. However, movements and societies alike also
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create elements of identity out of their experiences during these trying times. As
restrictions, vaccines, and severity of the virus are debated daily on a public stage,
many people experienced the past few years as a most unprecedented time of
limitations and threat. Especially in a Western European context many young
people have not experienced any event with similar restrictiveness and threatening
their life to the same degree. As the pandemic is still ongoing it is hard to tell
whether it will become an established trauma, shaping identity structures in a
powerful way. However, as the societal divisiveness of the Querdenker movement
has shown already, arguments for “freedom of bodily choice” and “freedom of
movement” are combined with powerful emotional undertones. This hints towards
current events that are experienced as extreme by all of society are, within the

movement, also re-narrated in line with collective trauma language.

Here, it is noteworthy that trauma and emotions originating in a physical context
become re-narrated to an ontological context, by politicizing the subject through a
focus of political decision-making — a strategy that utilizes embedding practices
thus linking the corona crisis to many previous governmental ‘failures’. This creates
a backdrop to the crisis, simulating a historical context and routine in society that
can be criticized, thus providing not just a basis for in-group identity through shared
hardship (via the means of restrictions and forced vaccinations), but also a distinct
opponent — the political decision makers, which are compared to past extremists
posing a threat to the well-being of the people, thus linking ontological perceptions

of identity and physical security in narrative.

In addition to the linkages between physical and ontological securities,
emotions and trauma also motivate a securitized narrative of the ‘Other’. Self-
identity is also constructed reflexively through defining what it is not. By assigning
characteristics and a role to the other in-group members externalize and distance
themselves from unwanted characteristics and in the process create an ‘abject’
(Kinnvall, 2006, pp. 47/53). This imagination of the Other then undergoes constant
alienation through processes of dehumanization or the establishment of deep

prejudice, thus creating a societal divide (ibid., p. 78). The creation of the abject
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then opens a possibility to both vilify the Other or create a narrative in which the
Other needs to be guided and taught the correct ways (Croft, 2012, p. 198). Croft
(2012) differentiates the othered status of post-London-bombings Muslims in
England into these two states of either ‘Radical Other’ — the villain — or

‘Orientalized Other’ — the naive subject.

2.2. Resilience and Risk

2.2.1. Digital Communication Resilience and Strategic Censorship

Considering the context of the COVID-19 pandemic — a crisis and
emergency context — effective communication strategies were necessary to raise
awareness and gain support for regulations and rapid response plans to counteract
the threat to physical well-being. The digital environment, while providing many
paths to increased effectiveness in crisis communication (such as faster and
decentralized dissemination of information), is also accompanied by the greatest
challenge of wide-ranging disinformation (Malik et al., 2021). Research has
illustrated that institutional public outreach campaigns utilizing celebrity support,
clarification posts, or infographics can be utilized to increase factual awareness
while also directing social media users towards credible sources (ibid.). However,
these strategies, as they increase the resilience of information against conspiracies
and misinformation, fall short of addressing the issue of echo chambers and filter
bubbles in directing content consumption. To counteract the usual functionality of
the algorithm, Instagram has introduced pop-up warnings linking users to credible
government and non-governmental organization’s websites or profiles, thus

furthering the distribution of accurate information (Instagram, 2020).

While this might aid in countering the unintentional distribution of
misinformation many users’ consumption of content is strongly aligned with their
social context. With the rise of populism, the ideological links between political
opinion and societal behavior have become more prominent. This cognitive bias is
making it difficult to breach established information seeking patterns and
introducing new sources to an individual’s selection pool of news-providers

(Bloomfield & Tillery, 2019; Regehr, 2022).
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2.2.2. ldentity Resilience: Countering rising Anxiety

Central to the anti-vax argument is also a different kind of resilience
understanding, more directly related to the theory of ontological security — a
conceptualization used to counter anxieties about the unknown. Implemented
mainly through highlighting physical resistance to influenza, resilience becomes an
essential part of countering anxiety amongst group members. The concept, then,
can be understood as a coping tool in a time defined by particularly high uncertainty
and incomprehensible risks (Guittet & Brion, 2017, pp. 80-81).

To understand the significance of resilience in coping it is necessary to
conceptualize the pandemic first and foremost as a politically narrated crisis
(Bergman-Rosamond et al., 2020). This overlap with securitization theory
introduces a lens to the narrative that binds it within a political context, thus, all
arguments become politicized. Resilience then does not just function as a coping
mechanism to anticipated bodily harm but also to lifespan of ideology and
worldviews which in a harsher political climate become faced with stronger
opposition due to polarization. In this context resilience is facilitated within groups
through narration of continuity and membership, reminding one another of
community and belonging while also creating a bubble shielding against threats not
just in the physical sense but also in an ideological way. Instagram here can be
understood as the facilitator of such resilience by providing a platform of exchange
that creates the shielding bubble while also becoming a main element in
organizational infrastructure, which has previously been identified within social

media such as Facebook (Rodineliussen, 2019).

While crises describe times of heightened senses of fear, insecurity and
uncertainty this is particularly true for its representation on social media. Through
high information exposure and repeatedly dramatized versions, individuals find
themselves faced with heightened risk perceptions that are not the least encouraged
through securitizing features online (Burrows, 2017). While anxiety appears to be
a general reaction to heightened risk, there are a multitude of coping mechanisms
to manage these emotions. Basic trust in the continuity of normalcy stands at the
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center of them all (Giddens, 1991b, pp. 126-129). While trust is put in different
people and institutions it is the focal point of understanding the significance of
resilience building in society during the COVID-19 pandemic and must thus be

included in the analysis.

2.3. Instagram And Visual Social Media
2.3.1. ldentity Construction Online

Social media and digital networks have opened the gate to a new
conceptualization of identity and community. While previous offline expressions
of community were bound within the limitations of time and space, digitalization
of social interaction has deemed them nearly insignificant. Online content and, thus,
(content-based) community can exist spanning large distances and express opinion
or engage in dialogue within seconds (Seargeant & Tagg, 2014, p. 11). This can
function as a great networking opportunity. However, it also poses a challenge to

identity authenticity to the individual.

Identity traditionally is performed in many ways. Expressions range from
narrative-driven to everyday actions. Most commonly, identity conceptualizations
originate from the individual themselves; at most they are constructed through
groups or in a dialectic approach. The reflexive element of identity construction that
originates in modes of communication, however, highlights one of the essential
challenges inherent to the specific functions of an online environment. Identities
online are narrated reflexively to an audience but also contextualized within an
artificial digital environment. Other than in the offline context users construct their
identity through re-narrating elements of their offline persona but with anticipation
to a more global potentially unknown audience (ibid., p. 8). This originates from
communities now being built on ideological expressions and common interests
rather than geographical proximity, which causes individuals to cater their self-
expression online towards a potentially infinite audience that originates from

diverse contexts and thus interprets messages differently.

2.3.1.1.  Authenticity and Context
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Another element of online self-representation is the notion of authenticity.
While offline presentations of the self are authenticated through the physical
presence of a person, online a bigger weight is put on coherent depictions of the self
and identity elements. In general, the digital sphere today is an environment
associated with a lot of distrust. Individuals are engaging in reflexive narrations of
themselves in an environment associated with identity fraud, fake news, and
suggestive framing through photoshop or bought reviews. This leads to a lot of
users relying on various modes of verification. However, offline and online
interactions in the case of social media are interwoven as connections oftentimes
transcend one environment into the other. While the translation of offline
relationships into the online context are intuitive, especially identity elements
founded in community-building also translate from the online context into an
offline reality (ibid., pp. 46-49).

As previously described due to the disappearance of space and time as social
limitations online environments experience a ‘context collapse’, which results in a
transformation of expression where most users online utilize a targeted
communication strategy that singles out a specific audience by the means of
utilizing group-specific language or visual cues (ibid., pp. 8, 11). Language and
visuals are chosen against the backdrop of sustaining a sense of consistency to
create an authentic image of oneself and one’s respective identity. While this
consistency is in most parts intrinsic it is also institutionalized in rules of conduct
provided by the respective platform insofar as every user must agree to make no
false claims and give accurate information on themselves (ibid., pp. 49-50).
Consistency and authenticity, thus, pose central motivators to the choice of shared
or created content for a social media user and must be included in an analysis of

identity construction online.
2.3.1.2.  Group Identity and Hashtag Communities

Group identity development is inherent to diverse global networking
platforms such as social media. As previously mentioned, trends like context

collapse and globality cause a necessity for targeted communication, utilizing
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diverse methods to capture attention. One such strategy is the use of contextual
hashtags to establish hashtag communities. On Instagram, just like on other social
networks, many viewers filter the content they consume via hashtags. They function
as ‘indexing systems’ (Kidd, 2017, p. 161) situating the post within a larger context
or discussion, thus, linking it to other posts and creating a ‘backdoor network’

(ibid.) — a hashtag community (Seargeant & Tagg, 2014, p. 12).

Hashtag communities and backdoor networks do not only create links
between content but also function as strengthening factors in the establishment of
group identities. They create a forum of exchange that enhances a certain opinion
or worldview, thus, strengthening ties to a specific group of other like-minded users.
When this created community is also enforced further through side-effects of
content-catering algorithm, hashtag filtering can lead to establishing strong echo
chambers, limiting access to any type of constructive engagement with opposing
opinions. This motivates the choice of investigating prominent hashtags among the
Querdenker movement rather than selecting a few individual accounts of

outstanding members.
2.3.2. Memes and Visual Culture

Memes, a term coined by Dawkins (1976) as replicable cultural minimum
units, are a form of expression of public opinion in online environments.
Multimodal in nature, memes reproduce cultural values and expressions through a
visual lens (Wiggins, 2019). These forms of communication have long been seen
to influence discourse and public agenda (Tufekci, 2013) with their increasing
dispersion in society due to rising relevance of online content. An important factor
in the appeal of memes and other humorous online content is the community that
establishes their reach through imitating, reusing, and sharing them (Roslyng &
Larsen, 2021). Open to interpretation and change, meme templates can often be
found to refer to diverse contexts and include varying messages, while maintaining
a focus on participation and humor (Brady et al., 2022). Within the anti-vax
community online visual culture does not just focus on humor and participation, it

also reflects key attitudes within the movement. Previous comparative research of
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vaccine opponents’ and supporters’ media presence, however, has revealed that
meme culture on both sides displays similar antagonistic tendencies. Content
structure, tone, and material mirror each other in the way they construct arguments
and voice opposition while also utilizing ‘scientific’ facts to validate their
statements (ibid.; Roslyng & Larsen, 2021). While this highlights shortcomings in
the general communication of science it also shines a light on the politicization of
science and how this is translated into and through humor online (Roslyng &
Larsen, 2021).

According to previous research memes mainly cover constructions of
subjectivity, spanning the realms of science, spirituality, politics, and emotions.
Individual perceptions of truths and facts are re-narrated and performed, thus
expressing ideology, identity, and political opinion. Inherent to this process of
utilizing scientific knowledge is the politicization of science (ibid.) which
consequently disconnects it from objectivity. Two distinct themes identified within
vaccine discourse online are linked to this trend, namely the sensation of
powerlessness (ibid.) and distrust towards authorities (Brady et al., 2022). While
these are narrated through a variety of meme templates three designs have received
prominence. Roslyng and Larsen (2021) have established a distinction between
memes capturing pop-culture references, containing factual elements or (pseudo-)
logical reasoning, and those countering arguments from their opposition. Pop-
culture provides an especially strong medium for carrying messages with regards

to ideology, values, and emotions.

At last, memes can be understood as expressions of identity. By emphasizing
narratives within visual online culture relating to expressions of self-awareness,
societal awareness of the Self, and distinction from the Other, identities are

constructed and replicated both reflexively and internal. Pavlovic concludes:

“[...] this form of viral content [memes] can be also viewed as a
space of resistance and criticism in which identities are

decentralized and ready for change” (Pavlovic, 2016, p. 100).
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Combining this with the understanding of identity in ontological security
studies, memes can be interpreted as expressions of both group and individual
identity, strengthening its continuity through establishing agency and binding it to
shared (political) projects (ibid., p. 102). The sense of group belonging is especially
strengthened through similar experiences and contextual interpretations linked to
the establishment of collective memory and emotions. This is captured in
Pavlovic’s work as memes also function to make sense of the world in a way that

is expressive of cultural, political, or ethnic identities (ibid.).
2.4. Theoretical Framework

Concluding this review of theory, three main themes will be building the
foundation to investigating discursive Querdenker security strategies on Instagram.
The movement is classed as a populist anti-government movement that is
transnationally embedded due to digital connectedness. Their narrative will be
understood in the context of a crisis and as an effort to alleviate insecurity resulting
from heightened risk and uncertainty perceptions (Beck, 1986; Bergman Rosamond
etal., 2020). As such, a community driven narrative can be theorized to restore trust
in the continuity of self and ideology while also assuring a discursive construction
of protected values and livelihood. This may be achieved by policing the trusted in-
group-membership by the means of othering and referrals to collective memory
(Kinnvall, 2017). By creating stories of trauma and glory, powerful fantasies and
emotions can construct and bind communities which can be identified and
expressed in illustrative tools and communication techniques online. Here memes,
as participatory practices of identity are considered the online outlet for ideology
reproduction (Pavlovic, 2016) and thus establish the ontological security of the
movement via restoring stability to the continuity of the movement and the Self. At
last, this thesis will draw upon the concepts of resilience and online communication
theory to identify effects of narrative and chosen rhetoric originating from
heightened anxiety and uncertainty inherent to times of crisis (Giddens, 1991a,
p.27; Peoples & Vaughan-Williams, 2014, p. 68). Prior research has pointed to the

areas of community building, exposure strategies, and emotionalization or
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politicization of content and tone, looking at the meaning of authenticity and
language to the appeal of content and engagement with it. This will be
contextualized with environmental influences inherent to the digital social media

space of Instagram.

3. METHODOLOGY, SAMPLING, AND EMPIRICAL MATERIAL

Working with data from Instagram poses two distinct challenges. Instagram
used to be a major source of information exchange for the Querdenker movement.
However, considering the increasing circulation of COVID-19 misinformation, the
platform has recently decided to filter information and put in place restrictions
which lead to many of the more prominent users of the anti-vax scene being
suspended and the most popular content being taken down (Instagram, 2019, 2020,
2021; Deutsche Welle, 2021a).

Due to a variety of hashtags being frequented there is still a large sum of content
being circulated, effectively circumventing the platform’s algorithmic filtering and
hashtag bans (Leaver et al., 2020, p. 22). The platform has also introduced a

warning when sharing COVID related content, informing about the likelihood of

covid19

Looking for
coronavirus info?

Accounts Audio Tags

Looking for coronavirus info?

See the latest information test informat

from the Public Health Agency yo help prevent

of Sweden so you can help
prevent the spread of novel

Go to folkhalsomyndigheten.se

coronavirus (COVID-19). Trusted resources

Figure 2: A link to national Public Health Figure 1: Instagram is referring users to national
Agencies is provided when trying to open  Public Health Agencies based on search terms
or share COVID-19 related content
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misinformation and encouraging the user to fact check before distributing the

content further (Instagram, 2020).

While all these efforts are targeted towards limiting the exposure that
Querdenker (anti-vaxxers) and COVID-deniers get through social networks, the
movement still utilizes Instagram to spread vaccine opposition and anti-government
mentality. This is in part due to the more popular alternative for community
building and activism — namely Facebook — experiencing much stricter censorship
by Meta as the company has focused its main attention on large-scale tackling of
disinformation circulation and, thus, content moderation there. Instagram comes
with the secondary characteristics of experiencing a higher adoption rate amongst
youth and its main outlet (visual content), being more difficult to censor through
Meta’s preferred means: algorithms (Faddoul, 2020). However, due to the removal
of prominent accounts and content the movement’s representation has been
decentralized, spread across several smaller accounts and the traction of posts
reduced from multiple thousands to few hundreds, even on Instagram (Deutsche
Welle, 2021a).

3.1. Explanatory Sequential Design

The methodological approach will consist of the implementation of an
explanatory sequential design. The mixed method approach rests on a first stage of
quantitative data collection and analysis that than can be further investigated and
explained through qualitative in depth analysis without relinquishing statistical
significance and the representative nature provided through quantitative results
(Creswell, 2015, pp. 37-39). Important to the successful execution of this method
are focused research questions for both quantitative and qualitative strands of the
analysis to motivate the different strands in research (ibid., pp. 69-71) and a

rigorous, and well-reasoned sampling strategy (ibid., p. 79).

The guiding research questions for the two stages of data collection and analysis
are centered around the main research intent of identifying construction of

ontological security amongst Querdenker on Instagram and platform influences
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through content moderation censorship. The quantitative strand will focus on
identifying general trends in engagement, publishing behavior and rhetorical means
by implementing an exploratory content analysis. Here the focus lies on identifying
how the Querdenker movement utilizes Instagram as a tool to support their
ideological narrative. Additionally, this section will take a closer look at influences
that platform censorship through content guidelines and moderation has on the

chosen content and tone.

The qualitative strand will then aim towards connecting these trends with
moderated trends in radicalization and social pressure towards community via the
means of hermeneutics and semiotics focusing on captions and signs in visual
content of public and deleted posts, respectively. Regarding the aim of explanatory
sequential designs to have the qualitative strand explain first stage quantitative
results (ibid., p. 71), this part of the research will be guided by the question of how
the created narrative contributes to ontological security perceptions within the

movement.
3.2. Quantitative Content Analysis and First Stage Sampling

Some very prominent hashtags among the anti-vax community in Germany are
#ichmachdanichtmit 2 (33.569 posts) (Instagram, 2022b), #coronaliige 2 (12.581
posts) (Instagram, 2022a), #ungeimpft # (13.209 posts) (Instagram, 2022c) (Strick,
2021, p. 389). While the first hashtag arose from the movement itself as an answer
to imposed restrictions, the latter two give indications to political viewpoints
(Corona lie) and identifying characteristics of members (unvaccinated). To analyze
the movement’s visual security narrative these three hashtags will provide the
sample for a mixed method analysis. Basing the sampling strategy on hashtag
selections can further be justified through Instagram’s function to follow hashtags,
thus enabling higher content exposure originating from a diverse selection of users
(Jaramillo-Dent & Pérez-Rodriguez, 2021).

2 “I will not participate in this” (translated from German by author)
8 ,Corona lie* (translated from German by author)
4 unvaccinated* (translated from German by author)
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A quantitative sample is ideally randomized and large in size to represent
societal trends while also allowing ‘room for error’ (Creswell, 2015, p. 76).
However, while large sample sizes are achievable, randomized sampling can be
difficult. As for the case of social media data collection the sample is limited via
the means of hashtags. While this provides a full sample of posts in each hashtag it
does fall in line with non-probability sampling techniques regarding the
representation of the movement. What speaks for this sampling method, however,
is that at least one of the three selected hashtags is very likely to appear on a
Querdenker post, thus qualifying as an identifier of the movement’s social media

activity.

The quantitative analysis determines average engagement via likes and
comments and movement representation. Descriptive statistics give insight into
average likes and comments, caption keywords and word counts, audience exposure
and the use of further hashtags — situating posts within the movement’s
representation on the platform. The aim of this quantitative stage is a brief content
analysis of the chosen environment and hashtags to identify the sample for the next
qualitative stage of analysis. Special attention in this stage is given to the frequency
with and amount to which creators post content to identify individuals that are
especially involved in the Querdenker discourse. Content analysis was chosen as a
methodological approach as it is commonly paired with qualitative methodologies
in media and communication research (Hansen & Machin, 2019, p. 88).

The data collection is enabled through the analytics software Analisa (Analisa,
2022). Analisa was chosen to gain access to data on Instagram that is otherwise
hard to access, as Meta is specifically protective of analytical data on Instagram,
thus making engagement analytics a difficult endeavor. Analisa in this case enables
their customers with large scale data collected on profiles and hashtags contributing
to statistical analysis of engagement and content on the otherwise locked social
media platform. This software will also be utilized to investigate and map out
content on the selected profiles that will be given further insight to, by means of a

profile content analysis. The software originating from Singapore and Jakarta is
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commonly used by different sized businesses and enterprises for market mapping
and analytics on audience demographics, engagement, and content analysis
(amongst others) (Analisa, 2022). While not being as frequently adopted in
academic studies it is able to provide in-depth information on user profiles and
content and thus appears valuable to the quantitative stage of this research.

3.2.1. Activity, and Engagement

A data overview highlights the distribution of posts across the past few months.
Software limitations will cap the quantitative sample to 5000 posts per hashtag,
which, however, poses only few restrictions of the sample as the content availability
of all three hashtags ranges from September of 2021 to the end of March 2022. This
limitation might also prove to be an asset for this analysis, as it centers the focus on
current narratives in the COVID-19 debate including all the developments that have
taken place within the last two years and with full availability of the vaccine to the

German public.

As can be identified, the activity across all hashtags is especially high in January
2022. On the other hand, it is also particularly noteworthy that data on #ungeimpft
appears particularly scarce in the time from late September 2021 to early December
2021. It can be assumed that this is due to Instagram’s newly introduced restrictions
on content, as the hashtag ‘unvaccinated’ is possibly most intuitively linked to
accounts opposing COVID-19 restrictions or sharing misinformation. This could
have led to the dip in available content not just through content moderation but also
through adjustments in usage by the community to evade censorship by filtering
algorithms (see chapter 5). Two more spikes in posts can be observed on the 29" of
November 2021 for the #ichmachdanichtmit and #coronallige. Yet two more appear
on the 21% of December 2021 and in between the red days of Christmas and New
Year’s Eve most likely responding to the introduction of the Novavax vaccine (20™)
and the implementation of limitations on freedom of assembly over the holidays
(WHO, 2022; see also chapter 5.1.-5.4.3). Additionally noticeable is the peak in
total engagement towards the days of the weekend. All hashtags have particularly
high engagement on either Friday, Saturday, or Sunday, thus indicating individuals’
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consumption-patterns of social media content. In line with regular activity hours
online posting activity is highest in the evening hours, namely 4pm to 11pm and on

the weekends.

Regarding the first stage of content assessment, it is also noteworthy that
two of the hashtags have significant overlap. #ichmachdanichtmit and #ungeimpft
appear together on up to half of the respective hashtags posts. In addition, the
content analysis shows that all the hashtags display a frequented use of the word
“Mensch®” and its plural “Menschen”. #ichmachdanichtmit and #coronaliige also
display mentions of the messaging software Telegram as one of the most common
words. For the third hashtag #ungeimpft references to Telegram or Telegram
channels were common only when looking at the data of the latter half of 2021. The
references to Telegram are consistent with the German government’s
announcement in mid-December 2021 to crack down on Querdenker group-chats
on the platform to regulate the spread of misinformation and radicalization. This
was decided in response to several protests especially in the state of Saxony
harboring right-wing extremists and anti-constitutionalists (Pfeifer, 2021). °

3.2.2. Profiles: Types and Activity

Further user profiles connected to the posts were identified and most of the posts
within the sample can be connected to very few users. Upon investigating user
profiles 4 groups could be identified: private individuals, project-based activist
profiles representing values of the movement, news media representation, and
political government or party profiles. The characteristics of each of these profile
groups can be summarized as follows: The widest reach, highest follower counts,
and generally high engagement can be found amongst news agency and government
profiles. While they tend to be particularly active, they only utilize the hashtag
#ungeimpft. This is most likely due to the hashtag not being as strongly associated

>Human (translated from German by author)

¢ Due to an update in the API Instagram is using to monitor access to its content the
quantitative data could in the later stages of the analysis no longer be accessed to create
distribution graphs.
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with the Querdenker-movement while also being most likely to be used in
newscasts. While news and government channels appear to be the origin of the
majority of outreach within the sample, the contribution of posts is much higher
from individuals’ accounts. With uses of the hashtag reaching up to over 600 posts
per account within the sample, private individuals and project based activist profiles
contribute the main load of content to public discourse on Instagram. While this
holds true for all hashtags on the movement specific hashtag #ichmachdanichtmit
even the outreach parameters are dominated by individual and project-based

movement accounts. °
3.3. Qualitative Analysis and Secondary Sampling

This thesis will take a closer look at how Instagram influences narrative
construction and reproduction and previously identified processes of radicalization
and securitization over time (Chen, 2021; Denney, 2022; Deutsche Welle, 2021a).
To achieve this the hashtag sample will motivate a qualitative sample of few very
active users having posted more than 100 posts within the confines of one hashtag.
To further investigate their discursive behavior on the platform, their posted content
will be supplemented with experiences users made with Instagram flagging,
restricting access, or deleting posts due to guideline violations. To be able to include
this information, users with more than 100 posts will be contacted privately through
the platform and are asked to share their experiences through a private chat function

on the platform.

The main goal of qualitative sampling is saturation — to get as much information
as possible regarding the research question while also avoiding data that does not
add valuable new knowledge (ibid., p. 77). Important in explanatory sequential
designs is that the qualitative sample is a subset of the quantitative one (ibid., p.
79), while it is also advised to consider a sample of at least 4-5 participants in case
studies such as this one (ibid., p. 77). Three limitations regarding the sample size
must be addressed. First, the sample will be limited to images and video material
published as posts, including photos, ‘Instagram Reels’ (shorter videos), videos,

and ‘IGTV’ (extended videos with no time limitation), This excludes ‘Stories’ and

30



MSc Global Studies Department of Political Science SIMZ-2022 — Meriel O. Ott

‘Highlights’ as they are moderated differently and are non-permanent content.
Additionally, the sample will be narrowed down to only look at memes and artistic
or humorous content. As previously discussed, memes, with their dissemination
across the internet, especially regarding their potential of reproduction and
evolution, as well as the performative element in sight of identity, group belonging
and continuity, place them in the center of the analysis of security narratives
(Roslyng & Larsen, 2021; Tufekci, 2013; Wiggins, 2019). This is done to capture
the visual element of security narratives rather than their translation through
newspaper articles and headlines. While the anti-vax scene on Instagram does post
a large amount of visual material in video and photographic form ranging from art,
through humorous content, to documentation of protests and activism, their profiles
also contain an overwhelming number of newspaper screenshots. This content is in
its essence textual rather than visual. Consequently, this thesis chooses to exclude
them. A further limitation of the sampled contents stems from the actions Meta has
taken against misinformation. In September of 2021 several accounts connected to
the Querdenker movement were discontinued on the platform thus limiting content
provision (Deutsche Welle, 2021a). To incorporate this change in content
moderation into the research only posts that were published under the new
guidelines and monitoring are taken into account, thus, limiting the sample to posts
published after September 2021.

Based on the quantitative hashtag overview users, that surpassed a threshold of
activity equal to 100 posts using at least one of the three hashtags, were selected
and sorted according to the frequency of hashtag usage. As some of the hashtags
are more popular amongst users than others while also displaying very different
activity profiles the sample size for each of the three hashtags will be varying. To
counteract the imbalance accounts that underscore the 100-posts minimum were
contacted to match the quantity of the most frequented hashtag #coronaliige. Here
it is also noteworthy that these profiles had to adhere to the characteristic of being
individual or movement-based profiles to accurately represent the Querdenker
rather than other user profiles such as news agencies, governmental institutions, or

counter actors. This criterion becomes particularly relevant as the selected hashtags
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do not solely find use among the supporters of the Querdenker movement but also
among opponents of the movement possibly trying to hijack a hashtag (Kidd, 2017,
p. 161). However, none of the undesired types could be identified within the
sample. The sample of accounts resulted in 12 accounts for each hashtag that were
contacted for information. Within this sample one account appeared in all three
groups and another was overlapping two groups. Thus, the final sample resulted in
33 accounts that were contacted through Instagram’s direct messaging service (see
appendix, Figure 27).

Of these contacted users 6 were open to contribute material to the research.
While two users ended up sending visual material that was in some way censored
by Instagram, one forwarded video material that was without any restriction
accessible on their profile, another person gave extensive descriptions of attempted
censorship and taken countermeasures via voice messages, one person responded
only in writing about their experiences, while the last did not give any accounts
after voicing their initial interest in contributing. Based on this turnout the three
profiles reporting extensive information in written and/or visual form were selected
into the qualitative sample (marked with green in Figure 27). The other three
profiles’ information, if present, will be taken into account in later efforts to
contextualize meaning and analyze censorship countermeasures (profiles are

marked in yellow in Figure 27).

The contents of each post will be analyzed utilizing a mixture of semiotic
methodology (Hansen & Machin, 2019; Rose, 2016), to determine the visual
materials meaning and effect on the viewer, and a qualitative text analysis according
to Kuckartz (2014, pp. 37-64) of the caption of the post to further determine the
intent and meaning. The goal is to identify signs and themes whose repeated use
generates ontological security. Certain indications about the type of identity
expression the author engages in throughout their profile will be included at this
stage. Kidd identifies two distinct social media identities in this context:
personality-based profiles, that can be understood as a reflection of one’s offline
self (individual, as previously referred to), and project-based profiles, which center

around a specific movement or interest in an effort for increasing civic engagement
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or achieving social change (movement-based, as previously referred to) (Kidd,
2017, pp. 195-197).

3.3.1. Instagram’s Flagging System of COVID-19 related Content

Essential to the secondary research interest, censorship is the understanding and
categorizing of content in accordance with Instagram’s communication regulations.
As such, profiles are not just assessed on a global level. Rather posts are analyzed,
categorized, and contextualized individually with regards to the profile to
understand how content regulations are implemented and enforced, while also
assessing strategies of avoiding censorship within these accounts. To achieve this,
before the first stage of qualitative analysis, all posts within the timeframe of the
30" of September 2021 to the 31% of March 2022 published via the selected
accounts were classed into three respective categories based on the warning flag
they received from Instagram. Instagram differentiates two categories here: 1.
Informative flags in white, that link to websites containing further knowledge on
the pandemic and vaccines, often added by automated algorithmic filtering
strategies; 2. mis- and disinformation flags in red, that are added by fact checking
groups and companies who identified issues within the post or caption hinting
towards missing context or false information. The posts are thus classed as either 1
(white flags), 2 (red flags), or 0 (no flags). As each profile will contain a large
number of posts and a deeply engaging analysis will be very time consuming the
sample will be limited through purposeful sampling methodology applied to each

flag category within each selected profile.

During this coding stage white flags could be identified as used by
Instagram commonly regarding mentions of pandemic-related subject matters, thus
appearing with the highest frequency overall, as many posts mentioned or displayed
keywords, -symbols, or -individuals that were then likely picked up by algorithmic
filters. White flags appeared with links to information resources of the World
Health Organization (WHO), government institutions, or Instagram’s own COVID
information page. Red flags were the rarest. Spanning from false information to
missing context and partially false information, red flags generally indicated a
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degree of misinformation. As such they are in accordance with community
guidelines on Instagram (Instagram, 2022d; Instagram, 2022¢) likely to be either
censored through limited accessibility, blurred out content, or deleted which might
have affected their frequency in the sample. Finally, the last group of posts received
no flags by Instagram. Through documentation and reports by users (one in
particular gave very detailed accounts on this subject see chapter 5) it becomes
transparent that this might not only be due to the algorithm’s labeling mechanism
but due to a user’s agency in opposing the previously assigned flag, thus setting off
a review-cycle. An overview of the content on each profile concluded in the
following frequencies: Red flags carrying the richest information on platform
censorship and radical content were fewest in numbers (only 7 posts in total), spread
across the profiles with an uneven distribution of 6/1/0 respectively. White flags
appeared with a frequency of 696 (spread across the profiles with 344/336/16 posts
respectively), while 238 posts (spread across the profiles with 42/50/146 posts

respectively) received no flag.
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Figure 3: Flag Distribution across sampled Posts
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In the further analysis this sample has been narrowed down to allow for a
deeper qualitative engagement with each post. For the semiotic analysis a
purposeful sampling methodology has been applied to each profile. To include
posts from each flagging category an equal amount of qualifying content will be
collected from every profile. As previously mentioned, material that contained
mainly textual elements such as newspaper articles and videos that viewed mainly
headlines and written documents were excluded in this step. This results in a full
removal of the misinformation as none of the posts in this category fit the image
criteria. While not relevant to the assessment of visualizing security narratives, the
selection of misinformation posts still adds meaning regarding Instagram’s
censorship approach, which exerts indirect influence on how security narratives
develop online. As such, the posts of this section will be assessed separately in
comparison to the other two categories as part of the profile summaries.
Additionally, the pool for the sampling of the other two flagging categories was
significantly reduced in size to a total of 57 posts flagged with further information
and 90 posts without any tag. A balanced selection according to total amount has
been chosen as the aim of this study is not to accurately depict frequency of
appearance but rather analyze the contents and implications for censorship and

identity security inherent to the posts and their labeling.

Another reduction of the sample occurred at this stage. One of the individual
activist accounts (danimee.de) displays a different approach to content as she
primarily posts news content or textual material in combination with a large amount
of video material of news conferences and specifically cut material of private media
agencies (see appendix, Figure 28). She does not engage with the meme content the
other two accounts present. For this reason and the purpose of feasibility of this
thesis her video material will only be touched upon as supplemental material to the
meme content of the other two accounts. While danimee.de's material will not
contribute to the in-depth analysis of security narratives in individual posts, her
content will still contribute to the analysis of content management, censorship and

overall profile representation within the movement.
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This initial stage of coding was accompanied by a classification of all
content into 10 different categories (memes or cartoons, news, statistical graphs and
tables, press conferences and interviews, social media posts, quotes, documentaries,
stitched video material, documentations of protests, and other). Initial deductive
coding identified 6 categories (memes, news, statistics, reposted social media
content, text, and other). Throughout the coding several categories were inductively
added as previous classifications became too broad to give meaningful insights.
Additional material on the classification of posts can be found in the appendix
(Figure 29, 30). The goal of this step in the coding process was to identify which

posts are targeted by Instagram’s reviews based on style, subjects, themes, and type.

Flag Ratio
Tope No Information Misinformation No
Flag Flag Flag flag/flag
Meme / Cartoon | 36 30 0 1.2
News article / | 64 114 0 0.56
Video
Statistics 3 22 2 0.125
Press 14 58 3 0.23
conference /
Interview
Social Media | 22 24 0 0.92
Content
Quote 1 20 1 0.048
Documentary | 2 9 0 0.222
Stitched video |5 13 0 0.385
material
Documentation | 11 14 0 0.786
of protest
Other 14 77 0 0.182

Table 1: Distribution of Posts by Type (Data from georgeorwellnow and thewolfbyyourside)
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The findings highlight two distinct developments. On one side, humorous
content could be identified to be the only category with a higher likelihood of
receiving no flag. Meanwhile, both statistical content and quotes presented the
highest ratios of flagged posts while also both presenting misinformation flags.
These findings lead to a conclusion, that while humor appeared to be harder to
censor, factual knowledge was most moderated. This theory was also supported by
three more misinformation flags appearing among press conference and interview

material which in all three cases was labeled as false or taken out of context.

While the theory would suggest flags significantly outweighing no-flag
posts also regarding news and press conferences or interviews this could not be
observed with the same pronounced numbers. The explanation for this could
however lie in the diversity of ideologies within the represented sources. While
statistics are factually-based they are more easily checked for falsehood than often
opinion-focused news, speeches or interviews. Also, statistics, even though they
might be used in different ideological contexts, are often interpreted and
contextualized to gain meaning, which makes their knowledge a tool but doesn’t
necessarily alter the contents of the statistic itself. If the content is altered, it would

alert fact-checking. The same logic applies to quotes.
3.3.2. Semiotic Visual Analysis

To start with, selected posts of each profile underwent a semiotic analysis.
Semiotics describes the study of signs. As such it functions as a measure to interpret
and situate visual data (Hansen & Machin, 2019, p. 168; Jensen, 2012, p. 31). To
achieve this, semiotics utilizes the concepts of denotation and connotation, in other
words: what a picture depicts and what meaning, ideas and values this carries
(Hansen & Machin, 2019, pp. 169-170). Carriers of connotation are for example
poses, gaze, depicted objects, or the setting in an image or video (ibid., pp. 171-
178). Of specific interest to this thesis are objects and settings as they can convey
cultural, ideological and, thus, identity relating significance and meaning. Where
the author of the post has placed particular importance can be identified through

strategies like foregrounding, overlapping, size, color and tone, or focus (ibid., pp.
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178-180). Through the assessment of these indicators the semiotic analysis
determines visual security narratives and links to specific movement ideology,
culture, and tone. This is possible as signs are considered to be means in the

communication and portrayal of culture, ideology and myths (Jensen, 2012, p. 34).

A connection to the previously discussed concept of authenticity online is
discussed as an influential factor on the choice of image that a user posts regarding
their expected audience (ibid., p. 180-186; Seargeant & Tagg, 2014, pp. 46-49).
The analysis paid a special attention to authenticity regarding the assessment of
identity signs within the image, as previous research suggests that social media
content is expressed discursively and in the context of a user’s established online
network (ibid., pp. 5-8). In addition, the semiotic analysis paid attention to
processes of resemiotization — expressions and developing changes in meaning
production and interpretation via the means of images (Fuchs, 2017, p.116). This
took place in the contrastation phase of posts that still remain online and are thus
adhering to Instagram’s content guidelines and posts that have been censored or
taken down based on content violations. The essential part in this stage of analysis
was to investigate potential links in adjustments the user made to published content

when confronted with content blocks.
3.3.3. Qualitative Text Analysis

A qualitative text analysis of the posts caption follows the semiotic analysis.
Qualitative text analysis is based within the theoretical approach of Hermeneutics.
Hermeneutics implies that a text must be understood and interpreted in a continuous
circle (‘Hermeneutic Circle’) in which meaning can both be derived from looking
at parts of the text and the whole with regards to context environment and author
(Jensen, 2012, p.29; Kuckartz, 2014, pp.17-19). When implementing a
hermeneutic framework written words must be understood as a dialogue between
interpretation, understanding, and text-predating opinions and ideology, while also
accounting for prejudice, stereotypes, and values that might influence either the
authors’ wording or the researchers’/audience’s interpretation of it (Jensen, 2012,
pp. 29-30; Kuckartz, 2014, pp. 18-21).
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A post’s caption, thus, had to be contextualized not just with the visual elements
depicted in the post but also within a spatial and timely environment that might
exert an effect on meaning construction and content selection. The aim of the
analysis here is, thus, to not just identify a security narrative within the post but also
to put it in perspective with a grander discourse surrounding the subject of the post.
As is the case in discourse schemas, the research will focus on identifying the
practical implications of security discourses and narratives on Instagram. This is
achieved through identifying connotations in wording and visual thus tying visual
and textual analysis together with the context found in the prior quantitative results
(Hansen & Machin, 2019, p. 155).

Text will be contextualized over time by considering both previous and
following content, thus allowing for the establishment of a timeline in discursive
development enabling inferences about ideological radicalization and security
patterns. During the analysis narrative contributions will be investigated, while also
taking a closer look at how users situate themselves within the movement.
Establishing a timeline of a user’s posted content will be of particular interest
considering the ongoing performance, articulation, and rearticulation of identity,
meaning, and values online. This entextualization will be achieved through
capturing de- and recontextualization processes in the text within applying heuristic
qualitative text analysis on the captions (Fuchs, 2017, p. 115). The timeline is
contextualized with events that took place in the German and global context with
regards to the pandemic, thus allowing links between narrative and offline

conditions.

To start the analysis process, a case summary is written about each text. Thus,
one post contains two textual summaries: one for the caption or content itself and
another for the contextual element considering surrounding profile content. This
part also includes potential posts that have been deleted by the platform and were
provided through establishing private contact with the user. The summaries are
written to highlight differences across different texts and to aid in constructing

categories by linking the text with selected theories (Kuckartz, 2014, pp. 52-54). In
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the next step posts that received flags or require further contextualization receive
additional explanations or summaries in a note section. Here, fact-checking
reasoning or background on authorship of video or photo material will be explained

to pave the way towards contextual understanding of meaning.

The coding of text will rely on a combination of deductive and inductive
construction of categories throughout the given text. Starting with a deductive
approach, categories that are likely to be found in the text based on the selected
theories of ontological security and resilience building will be determined. The
inductive approach to constructing categories will become relevant, once too much
deviation from previously defined classifications can be found within the text, thus,
hinting towards the requirement of different or additional categories (ibid., pp. 54-
59). Deductive categories will be selected to identify factual and thematic elements
of the texts, while the inductive approach will center around identifying further

analytical categories (ibid., pp. 39-42).
3.4. Instagram: Platform Boundaries and Ethical Considerations

Instagram uses algorithms to filter its content in line with fact-checking reviews.
Especially in the context of the pandemic Instagram has introduced several methods
of flagging and filtering COVID-19-related content in an attempt to “prioritize
safety, connecting people with accurate information, and encouraging support”
(Instagram, 2020). Within the first few months of the pandemic the platform
introduced account recommendations for promoting credible sources while also
removing accounts publishing content that contained misinformation or
conspiracies regarding the virus (ibid.). Instagram further started collaborating
more intensely with third party fact-checkers to identify misinformation and
consequently remove flagged posts from recommendation and explore functions on
the platform (Instagram, 2019). While the company relied on these increasingly
during the COVID-19 pandemic (Instagram, 2021), shortcomings of Instagram's
content moderation have been identified. Specifically the use of algorithms to detect
content violations and remove posts and accounts in response to it can on one hand

fail to identify posts due to circumventing of tags by the means of intentional
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misspelling, lower resolution or utilizing of increased privacy with functions like
direct messaging or self-deleting stories (Leaver et al., 2020, pp. 20-25). Due to
this, misinformation and controversial content are still being circulated on the
platform. This provides ground for an ethical discussion of Instagram's potential
involvement in strengthening the anti-vax movement. On the other hand, a certain
danger lies in having the defining of appropriate digital content lie in the hands of
few private companies, as the ability to define rules about communication standards
illustrates immense power structures in public speech moderation online, while also
prioritizing certain populations’ experiences and views over others (ibid.; Coppola,
2020, p. 402). This will have to be considered when assessing and contextualizing

the results on a platform scale.

In correspondence with Instagram’s and Meta’s involvement in the production
and steering of knowledge the researchers own affiliation in it has to also be
discussed. My choice as the author of this thesis and a native speaker of German
has been to translate content myself. As | am no professional translator, and an
individual with a subjective understanding of the world and the meaning
construction within it I must reflect on the subjectivity inherent to the meaning
construction within my analysis. Following strict rules of coding and methodology

thus becomes incremental to the process of interpreting the findings.
3.4.1. Anonymity

As the analysis dives deep into the construction of security and the narration of
ideological standpoints that are contested within society it is important to reflect on
anonymity. Instagram is a publicly available platform that provides the opportunity
to privatize the access to account content. However, through utilizing the software
Analisa.io accounts that are included in the analysis are already filtered according
to their accessibility. Only public profiles have been selected for the first
guantitative stage of analysis due to accessibility limitations. Consequently, only
those types of profiles are in the following qualitative sample. As content on these
profiles is openly accessible, including certain user demographics that arise from

the profile biography, anonymity concerns can be brought up but have limited
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validity in this case. To match the platform’s level of anonymity that the user

consciously chose, profiles in the continuing analysis will only be referred to by

their user-tag and not by the user’s full name (Instagram, 2022d).

4. SECURITY NARRATIVES AND IDENTITY CONSTRUCTION
4.1. Timeline of COVID-19 in Germany

Date
2020-03-
22 -
2020-05-
04
2020-03-
28

2020-04

2020-04

2020-06-
16

2020-08

2020-11-
02

Category
Lockdown

Regulations

Querdenker

Regulations

Tracking

Querdenker

Lockdown

Event
Nation-wide partial lockdown is issued.
Public life is widely restricted, limiting free

movement.

Amendments to the Infektionsschutzgesetz
empowering federal decision-makers in
epidemic scenarios to overrule certain
fundamental rights. ’

Querdenker are founded over first measure
opposing protests.

First mask requirements are introduced for
supermarkets.

Corona-Warn-App is being put on the market
tracking movement and interactions with
COVID-positive individuals.

During a Querdenker protest in Berlin
members of the far-right evaded police
barriers and “stormed the steps of the German
Bundestag” (Denney, 2022).

The second Lockdown (“Lockdown Light”)

starts with several newly imposed measures.

" Continuous changes are made to the law throughout the pandemic.
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2021-01

2021-01-
06
2021-04

2021-05

2021-06

2021-06-
08
Mid-2021
— early
2022

2021-08-
06

2021-08-
18

Vaccine

Lockdown

Querdenker

Lockdown

Vaccine

Vaccine

COVID-19

Regulations

Vaccine/Church

Department of Political Science

SIMZ-2022 — Meriel O. Ott

First vaccinations with BioNTech-Pfizer
vaccine start for selected ‘high risk groups’.
Former ‘light’ restrictions are not enough,
thus, new ‘hard’ Lockdown is issued.

German domestic intelligence
“Verfassungsschutz” (‘protection of the
constitution’, translated by author) starts
monitoring the movement as anti-
constitutional on a national level.

Lockdown measures are slowly lifted with
falling infection numbers.

Vaccinations open to the whole public.
Vaccines are highly encouraged despite
lacking and strained infrastructure.

Health minister Jens Spahn announces rollout
of digital COVID passport by end of June.
Professional athletes are affected by COVID-
19 and are kept from competing. A study in
2021 assesses COVID-19 patterns and
recovery paths in athletes (Hull et al., 2022).
New restrictions require individuals entering
Germany from ‘high risk countries’ to present
a vaccination/recovery/negative test
certificate in addition to registering online. A
quarantine can be avoided through
vaccination or recovery proof. Unvaccinated
individuals can end the quarantine early
through a second test after 5 days.

Pope Francis encourages Vvaccinations by
calling them an “Act of Love” (Watkins,

2021).
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2021-10  Regulations Restrictions are  lifted with  new

implementation of 2G and 3G rules.

2021-11- Regulations Passengers on public transportation have to
24 wear masks and comply with the 3G rule.
2021-12-  Querdenker Major coordinated Querdenker protests
18 happen in several German cities.

2021-12- Vaccine The Novavax vaccine gets approved for the
20 European market by EMA.

2021-12- Regulations Travel restrictions are changed responding to
23 major increases in infection numbers due to

the Omicron variant. Individuals traveling to
Germany from a high risk or variant country
now are required to present negative PCR tests
or proof of vaccination. This regulation is

relevant for all individuals of 6 years and

older.
2022-01-  Regulations Many regulations limiting public life for
24 unvaccinated individuals are continued.
2022-01 — Vaccine Parliament and Government discuss a
2022-02 potential vaccine mandate.
2022-02-  Vaccine Germany approves Novavax use.
03
2022-02-  Church Former Pope Benedict denies any
08 involvement or knowledge of the child abuse
in the German Catholic church.
2022-03-  Regulations Freedom Day: almost all previous regulations
20 restricting public life are lifted on a national

level.

Table 2: Table of COVID Events (regulatory data is collected from WHO, 2022)
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4.2. Profile Analysis

To evaluate each of the selected posts, first a general assessment of the
profiles was done. While both danimee.de and thewolfbyyourside present the
characteristics of individual profiles, georgeorwellnow appears as a project-based
activist profile. Especially in the two individual accounts the re-narration of offline
character traits to establish a sense of authenticity can be noticed. While danimee.de
posts frequently about her surroundings, cooking, and walks, thewolfbyyourside’s
account shows images of himself, references to his podcast and his art and mascot
— a wolf. While danimee.de’s account displays a noticeably consistent link to her
personal life and offline persona, thewoltbyyourside’s account went through a
transition period. During the first year of the pandemic (2020) the account consisted
of personal content such as selfies, photos from the workplace, photos of leisure
activities, etc. with no reference to COVID-19. The transition period starts towards
the end of 2020 with several selfies containing captions referring to the vaccine, the
pandemic, and implemented measures by the German government. The posts get
more explicit and start featuring several hashtags in conjunction with the narrative
of the post. It is noteworthy that this development is in line with the introduction
and increasing distribution of several vaccines towards the beginning of 2021.
During that time a lot of misinformation circulated online causing confusion
amongst both politicians and population as to which vaccine was safest and whether
vaccination was encouraged or discouraged. Towards the end of 2021
thewolfbyyourside’s profile is starting to visually appear more as a project-based
profile rather than an individual one despite displaying links to off-site accounts
and personal messages from the author. This establishes authenticity by
contextualizing opinions, posts and individual efforts with previous content while
also highlighting the offline persona behind the account, thus, accrediting further

legitimacy and authenticity.

Georgeorwellnow consistently and largely relies on meme content utilizing
the modus of images. Thewolfbyyourside’s profile in the later stages displays

similar content. Danimee.de’s profile on the other hand portrays Querdenker
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narratives mainly through the outlets of videos that are often edited to stress certain
arguments through the blocking out of sound or combining of multiple clips. In all
three profiles a consistent content modus are news articles that rely on written
narratives rather than visual elements and are thus considered only as a
complementary frame to the subject of this thesis. Additional information on the
specific content distributions for thewolfbyyourside and georgeorwellnow can be

found in the appendix (Figure 29, 30).
4.3. Semiotic and Text Analysis of Content

Several narratives appear within the sampled memes. The topics within the

content focus mainly on four distinct areas: freedom and rights, safety, credibility,

Freedom &
Rights

Regarding ‘Us’

Within these categories four groups are distinguished: elites, pro-vaccine

and authority and power.

Authority &
Power

Regarding ‘Them’ Topics

Credibility

Figure 4: Topic Areas of sampled Posts

citizens (‘believers’), movement members (“critical thinkers’), and children. Across
these dimensions each account argues via the means of cynicism, sarcasm, and
otherwise voiced humoristic approaches to the distinctions between ‘Us’ and
‘Them’. Arguments are drawn to both argue a perception of reality but also
strengthen this binary between in- and out-group. Thus, most posts relate to a
dominant umbrella narrative of discrediting out-group members while

strengthening and sustaining Querdenker credibility.
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Groups

Believer

Figure 5: Reference Groups in sampled Posts

Them' (wtgmp)“

Within these distinctions, sources of ontological insecurity are originating from

four subject areas: Children, political skepticism,

health concerns, and basic rights.

Some of these, like children and rights, overlap with the topics of the memes.

Insecurities and anxieties regarding the mentioned subjects can be found mainly in

the metatext of each meme.

Danger from vaccine catholic church

\/ pedophelia

Protection from harm

Political actors

anti-elites

Economic actors

\/ Entertainment

Conspiracies

industry

Political
Skepticism

Corruption

Policy
Themes
Protest
Rights
Covid is
harmiless
Freedom Vaccine Vaccine
/_7\ dangerous ineffective
Vaccine Choice Covid is
decision Movement dangerous

Heart inflammation

Figure 6: Identified Themes across sampled Memes
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Guiding the mentioned themes are emotions of distrust, uncertainty, and
anxiety. Distrust is closely paired with anti-elitist sentiment, which is common
amongst members of the populist movement. As such memes expressing distrust
are situated mostly along the lines of political skepticism and often express support
for conspiracy theories such as ‘The Great Reset’ or ‘New World Order’.
Uncertainty is presented across several posts on the sampled accounts and appears
to connect to the circumstances of a quickly changing and adjusting world. Values
that posts highlight as core societal values are slowly being replaced and
disregarded as old by German society and the political context. Mentioned in posts
are for example normative conceptions of femininity, gatekeeping the status of

being a woman.

The Querdenker make up a small minority of the German population (Denney,
2022). While they are an ideologically diverse group, they still build a strong
opposition to the rest of society and specifically decision-makers. As such their
online representation pushes a narrative of being misunderstood and discriminated
against. Here, a reappearing theme is the mentioning of rights and freedoms that are
not granted to them based on distinct movement characteristics such as being
unvaccinated. This highlights the ties between feelings of distrust and anxiousness
regarding their status in society. Finally, the material shows the overlap of
ontological and physical security by introducing the ideological incorporation of
health concerns. The link that combines all themes is vaccine opposition and
disbelief in severe physical harm originating from the virus. This is reflected on the
theme of protecting children from the vaccine and in their own health decisions. By
tying this physical security theme to political and ideological identity the subject is
lifted into the realm of the ontological. What is a threat to physical security also
becomes a risk to ontological security and continuity of identity and normative

conceptualization.

4.3.1. Signs

Several signs could be identified in the content across the profiles as

representing certain core values out of which security narratives could be derived.
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In the following segment each of these signs will be explained and linked to the
respective anxiety that is tackled. It will also be addressed how the visual
contextualization of the sign contributes to the restoration of ontological security

amongst movement members.

a. Barcode/QR-code

Y = Familienfoto 2021
oS ERAA L i
-

ES IST UNSERE E»NTSCHEIDUNG

/’\

i el e

Figure 9: @georgeorwellnow I.:iéure 7: @théWoIfbyyburéidemFigure 8: @thewolfbyyourside
One of the Querdenker’s main narratives concerns the opposition to the COVID-
pass. This opinion is argued from many different angles resulting in many
purchasing faked passports (MDR exactly, 2021). One, however, is presented in the
sampled material several times. The barcode or QR-code is used as a sign to
represent not just the COVID-pass but also the reduction of an individual to a digital
code. The argument accompanying this visualization is that human beings no longer
are seen as multifaceted people or human beings but rather are assessed on whether
they are able to present a vaccine pass. This argument is often contextualized with
historic cases of severe segregation or discrimination of individuals based on a
distinct characteristic such as Jews in the Holocaust (Denney, 2022). While this set
of memes illustrates an existential fear within the movement, thus the source of an
ontological insecurity, it also serves as the provision of agency. Especially, the first
few images restore a sense of ontological security by assigning the viewer a task.
While the first image shows that society is not (yet) completely lost — the figure is
not yet fully fused into the barcode — the second image states explicitly: “It is our
decision”. A sense of security and continuity is, thus, provided by reminding the

viewer that the status quo is changeable thus giving incentive to act while also
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providing a group where the individual may experience a feeling of belonging based

on corresponding values.

The second barcode meme also shows a reference to another set of memes.
Recently the enlightenment meme has stood as a reference to intelligent behavior.
By cross-referencing these two the barcode meme gains another layer of meaning.
Individuals are asserted intelligence because they oppose the digitalization of health
data and thus the COVID-pass. The overlapping of meme templates is used in this
context to generate new meaning. By using similar templates linking to the same
subjects, other accounts practice a discursive resemiotization online. This also
illustrates the complex linkages between the development pathways of a pop-

culture meme.

Das deutsche Volk
wartet auf weitere
Anweisungen

Figure 11: @thewolfbyyourside Figure 10: @georgeorwellnow

A second set of posts utilizes the sheep as a representation of the German
citizens. This narrative is constructed as part of the criticism voiced against
regulations and vaccine mandates. The movement criticizes that citizens no longer
question decisions made by politicians but just accept regulations without
consideration to their implications on health, freedom, and autonomy. The sheep
in this visualization signifies a citizen that follows the ‘herd’, asks no questions,

and poses no threat to the ‘herder’ who in this metaphor would be the decision-
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makers in governments and health-institutions, often represented by health minister

Karl Lauterbach or lead-epidemiologist Christian Drosten.

HIS CHURCH.
HIS WAY.

Figure 13: @thewolfbyyourside

DER VIRENPAPST

Figure 12: @georgeorwellnow , @thewolfbyyourside

This narrative securitizes the fear of remaining unheard and unrepresented. The
society is moving on without members of the movement. As their fears and
concerns are disregarded, they still follow the democratic principle of striving to be
represented, while they experience increasing segregation from a society that
slowly develops into an autocracy — a system governed by political and medical
elites without opposition from the people. This fear becomes an ontological security
risk as it threatens the bases of existence — namely democratic freedom of decision-

making — forcing individuals to let go of what they perceive part of what they are.

To counteract this existential fear the memes utilize humor and satirical
illustrations of both politicians and specifically ‘believers’ in the vaccine as sheep
to delegitimize them. Citizens become the Other that needs to be guided and taught,
comparable to Croft’s ‘Orientalized Other’ (2012, p.198). The illustrations of elites
as Gollum and the Pope representing the vilified ‘Radical Other’ carry additional
meaning (ibid.). Gollum as a character is associated with the characteristics of being
greedy and longs for power. The illustration of Lauterbach as Gollum, thus, carries
the connotation of him longing for “subjugation of the German citizens” making
him into an opponent of democracy in which the people are supposed to be

represented. On the other hand, Drosten being visualized as the Pope becomes an
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individual of immense authority and power, which does not fit his position as an
advisor. Additionally, the Pope, during the time of publishing this post, was
associated with a pedophilia scandal within the German division of the catholic
church. Within this context he becomes not just a risk to representative democracy
but also to children's safety, which was commonly discussed regarding the use of

the vaccine on minors.

Ultimately these memes restore a sense of ontological security, as legitimacy is
asserted to the in-group’s efforts in countering the status quo. It hereby also
becomes an indirect call for action to restore the ‘rightful way’ and counter the
efforts of politicians and health advisors in subjugating the public into ‘mindless

sheep’.

c. Children

< [ Dae mag sein. W
Der Papst hat gegagt, M Aber einen aufgezwungenen
sich impfen zu lasgen Akt der Liebe nennt man J
cei ein Akt der Licbe 4| Vergewaltigung.

Figure 16: @thewolfbyyourside

Figure 14: @thewolfbyyourside
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As previously mentioned, children are one of the major themes within the
online narrative of the Querdenker. But the sample also shows them being used as
a sign frequently. Children signify innocence, health, freedom, and light-
heartedness. In this context these values are securitized. They are narrated as
essential to the human experience and severely threatened by the current changes
to the fabric of politics and society. Thus, values and characteristics signified by the
child need to be protected from the dangers of the vaccine and strict regulations.
With 185, 125, and 86 likes these three posts gain relatively high approval rates
from the audience. This hints towards the relatability of the content, which might
be due to the use of a child as the personification of these values. Causing harm to
children in many societies across the world carries highly negative connotations. It
is a societal norm that children are to be free from harm and protected at all costs.
Thus, the implications of the vaccine or decision-makers being the source of harm
for them causes an immediate securitization in narrative while also triggering
emotional responses in the audience, due to norm-violation. Children, in this
scenario also represent helplessness and victimhood. The posts illustrate this in
several ways. The first post displays children as victims of rape through
vaccinations, the second shows a child equipped with a shield protecting from the
vaccine, while the last image displays a carefree child on a swing with the caption
that free humans cannot be tamed. The child in these images thus becomes a
personification of the many statuses of the movement, the violated and defensive,
the fighters defending against the vaccine, and the free at risk of subjugation. This
binds the child as a sign further to the individual movement member, making the

meme relatable.

While these memes express fears and values they also display
encouragements. A shield is not only a defensive item but also carries an active
connotation. Individuals need to pick up a shield and defend. Somebody has to carry
a shield adding an engaging narrative to the protest image. Considering the context
in which this picture was taken — a protest — the image re-narrates the anxious threat

narrative into one that strengthens the establishment of new routines. By
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highlighting the necessity of protests and the frequency in which they happen, they

gain a new routinized status.

Maske vergessen, aber
keiner hat was gesagt.

Figure 17: @thewolfbyyourside

The mask is a symbol of oppression to the Querdenker. While individuals
wearing it are viewed as conformists unable to critically assess the oppressive
measures implemented by the local and national governments, people that defy the
mask mandate are portrayed as freedom fighters and idealized. The mask thus
symbolizes what Doerr (2017) called crypts — a story of violence and oppression
that is retold using signs. What becomes clear in the second meme is the connection
Querdenker establish between masks and violence. A gun is deemed necessary to

defend against the ‘oppressive measure’ of being forced to wear a mask.

The sympathies the girl portrayed in the image receives from the author in the
caption of the image and from the audience within the comment section of the post
illustrate the emotional backdrop of this narrative. At the same time the memes also
further highlight how political and ideological divides influence the trust structures
and routines in the societal fabric. People wearing masks and advocating for them
are othered by the movement. Meanwhile the masks are politicized through

contextualizing the act of wearing one with mandates, the risk of rising autocracy,
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and conspiracies such as the plandemic®. This trend of politicized humoristic
material online, however, contributes to the increasing reliance on ideological
closeness, interests, and identities as an indicator of trust. (Roslyng & Larsen, 2021;
Hornsey, 2021)

These memes thus show the alienation of outgroup-members in a similar matter
as the sheep, while assigning in-group glory to members of the Querdenker using
as much as depictions of violence to express dominance and stabilize their narrative
against the majority. The sensation of being disregarded in policy decisions, thus
leads to increasing emotions of alienation and enables a gateway to violent signs in
narrative building. This in turn creates ontological security which is bound to
aggressively defensive storytelling in an effort to increase predictability in actions
and interactions for in-group members. Linking back to the theory, Luhmann’s
(Luhmann, 1972) predictability in communication and Cossarini’s (2017) and
Krolikowski’s (2008) described impact of feeling left behind by political and
societal contexts in these images are illustrated to have severe impacts on the

defensiveness of constructing collective narratives.

e. Death/Tombstone

Out loati { Figure 20: @thewolfbyyourside
rolled up my
sleeve and did
everything my ; . .
il o Figure 19: @thewolfbyyourside
. told me to do? ]

..

DAS IST EIN DASISTEIN

DAS IST EINE FRAU
GESUNDHEITSEXPERTE DEMOKRAT

-~
Lol that's
why I'm

DAS IST EINE
DASIST DIE WAHRHEIT VERSCHWORUNGS - UND DAS IST ZUFALL
THEORIE

& The plandemic was a misinformation documentary stating COVID to be a planned effort
by worldwide elites to exert control over the population. The movie also argued that
masks and vaccines are damaging the body (Nazar & Pieters, 2021, p.1).
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Death is associated with side-effects from the vaccine rather than with the virus.
As such efforts to push for increased vaccination rates are valued as a threat. The
sign of death either through personification as the grim reaper or in the form of the
tombstone thus functions as a form of doom protests, a vision into the future, or an
eye-opener to ‘believers’. The insecurity that this category of memes deals with
could be defined as physical as it ties to the belief in a threat to the body. However,
these memes also touch upon other elements. The grim reaper for example does not
just bring death to the doorstep or represents the risk of vaccination, but he is
contextualized as an ally of the political decision-makers. He arrives because
somebody did what they were told. As such death is constructed as a characteristic

associated with the Other.

Through this association death also becomes an element bound to the in-group
identity insofar as it is an antonym to what the movement sees itself as — a
representation of freedom and life. The first image visualizes this by portraying the
harsh contrast between the locked-in ‘believer’ facing death on the doorstep versus
the escaping, free conspiracy theorist. On the other hand, the second image chooses
a different approach. The post comes across as sarcastic, illustrating its opinion
through stating opposites. By claiming reversed facts in an overstated and overt
manner the image paints a black and white contrast illustrating the Other and the
Self (implicitly). The Other is ridiculed for their values in an attempt to evoke
emotions of shame while highlighting the in-group’s values superiority, restoring
security in members that are faced with uncertainties and anxious emotions (Brasset
et al., 2021). The portrayals of the Other in both posts utilizing the sign of death are
aligned with Kinvall's ‘abject’. Characteristics that the movement want to discard as
they are unfavorable are assigned to the Other: such as being naive, undemocratic,
or against traditional social norms. Even though these might still occur amongst
members of the movement they are projected on to the Other. Through processes
of ridicule and establishing prejudice about the Other (political elites or non-
movement citizens in this case) in-group members distance themselves from these

characteristics while also alienating the Other further (Kinnvall, 2006, pp.
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47/53/78). These approaches highlight the strategic value in humor for identity and

ontological security purposes.

Death is an important visualization as it carries a harsh normative value in
society. By associating death, a physical consequence, with a group, they can easily
be securitized and labeled as not just the Other but a threat to in-group members.
While this illustrates physical security fears and needs, it also ties to ontological
security. As Kinnvall (2017) has described regarding Indian society, the physical
nature of security threats can become ontological when physical needs and

performative elements of identity overlap.

f. Needle/VVaccine

Hinter Nuvaxovid von Novavax
steht die Bill-Gates-Stiftung!

Figure 22: @georgeorwellnow Figure 23: @georgeorwellnow

BIg Bals Kari
Kimmi Klabauterbach

vaxx me
if you can™

Die wahre Story uber

aihe reals Hetadd, o Figure 21: @thewolfbyyourside
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Finally, the needle is a sign that frequently appears across the profiles. In most
of the posts the needle is distinctly portrayed as the enemy that needs to be escaped
or defended against. The visualizations generally associate needles with an enemy
figure. In the sampled posts these are Bill Gates, the evil witch, and Karl
Lauterbach. The Other is then visualized against the Self via the means of selected
public heroes that oppose the vaccine in a harsh way. The portrayed ‘heroes’ are
Daenerys Targaryen (Game of Thrones), Snow White, and Joshua Kimmich (FC
Bayern Minchen soccer player). Each of these individuals is known to have
overcome a great hurdle and gained a prestigious position. Daenerys Targaryen rose
to be a powerful queen with dragons while also associated with a mother figure.
Snow White was poisoned by the evil queen but ended up being queen herself and
defeated the evil powers opposing her. Joshua Kimmich is a successful soccer
player who has recently publicly voiced concerns and opposition against the
vaccine and has since then been celebrated by the anti-vax movement.

Especially, considering the embedding of the COVID context into stories of
popular culture the posts create a narrative that strongly highlights the binary of
good and evil with the vaccine or needle being the weapon of choice for their
enemy. By using similar signs and positioning of good and evil these posts portray
the expression of political identity while binding trust structures to it. The content
constitutes a populist anti-elitist sentiment. Heroes are representative of in-group
values such as power, purity, freedom, opposition and thus function as a visual
glorification of the movement (Duncombe & Bleiker, 2015). Villains, on the
contrary, are highly stereotyped with negative connotations building the counterpart
to the movements chosen characteristics. This visualization and narrative sustain an
identity narrative while strengthening an experience of unity through identifying in-
group characteristics and values. However, pop-culture content also utilizes
emotional components (ibid.). Such is illustrated in the act of opposition through
the act of showing the middle finger, a sign of anger and hostility, or ridiculing the
Other.
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What these posts also illustrate is the rising dependency structures in society
which can function as destabilizing forces to established trust structures. Health
care for example is no longer a solely local, regional, or even national effort. It is a
complex system of global and local actors. International pharmaceutical companies
produce medical products that are distributed worldwide to health care providers
that operate regionally and locally. During times of crisis this already complex
network is becoming even more elaborate. Economic and medical actors are then
faced with political and further scientific involvement making it harder to determine

the source of error in case of consequences arising.

The ambivalence in what is deemed to be the Other is specifically transparent
in this set of posts: economic actors, politicians, or evil witches. All use the needle
as a weapon against the heroes in this security narrative. The diversity displays a
distinct struggle in the modern globalized world to identify the source of anxiety
which in turn easily transforms it into paralyzing insecurity. While a pandemic and
health hazards from illnesses are hard to comprehend or counter for a non-medically
skilled individual it easily causes uncertainty. Individuals are prone to assert blame
to the Other for consequences they themselves deem threatening. However, by
assigning these uncertainties as intentional outcomes of actions executed by the
Other, they can also be assessed as preventable. This in turn redirects insecurities
of destabilizing and groundbreaking nature back to anxieties and risks that can be
addressed, if only responsible individuals and groups would act correctly.
Consequently, in-group members are reassured that a positive outcome is possible
if they act and protest. This process, thus, illustrates not just the changes from
insecurities to anxieties (Krickle-Choi, 2021) but also highlights how these images
contribute to the strengthening of ontological security.

g. Summary

Two security narratives appear throughout the posts. The first is a visualization of
the idealized Self. As a fantasy of intelligence, persistence, and overcoming the
daily struggles the movement utilizes the means of visual content in often

humoristic tones and contexts to illustrate their values and reproduce and strengthen
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their identity (Brasset et al., 2021). On the contrary, antagonistic humor is used to
assign to the Other the values and characteristics that the movement deems
undesirable or opposing their own (Kinnvall, 2006, p. 47). This strategy also paints
the Other as a threat to performing Querdenker identity and living out daily
routines, thus transforming it into a potential source of ontological insecurity.

4.3.2. Textual Content
(For illustrations and data discussed in this section see tables 3-10 in appendix)

As recommended in qualitative text analysis the content needs to be understood
as both parts and the whole. Considering that, in the analysis the text was first coded
separately from the images and was then embedded within the visual categories to
get a complete picture on meaning production. During the first stages of coding, it
was noticeable that content in text and visual showed significant overlap. Themes
reappeared in the text and in the hashtags similar to the visual. However, in the
textual components opinions and values gained more depth. Several categories
needed to be further distinguished which was not only due to thematic reasoning
but also on the level of Self-defining vs. alienating the Other, situating opinions
within cultural contexts, and modes of expression. Both for hashtags and for
captions themes needed to be added to the visual sets. In-group sympathies and

distinct identity expressions no longer fit in the pre-existing categories.

Both accounts use a set selection of hashtags under all their posts that refer to
general movement attitudes and link to contexts. Georgeorwellnow’s posts display
great variations in the additional hashtags that are linked depending on altering
content. Meanwhile thewolfbyyourside implements a static set that barely displays
minor variations of few additional hashtags on the earlier posts. The most recent of
his posts do not display any alterations in hashtags anymore. This allows for the
conclusion that the author has significantly stabilized in his mindset. Considering
the more extensive caption texts accompanying recent posts it also leads to the
conclusion that efforts now are focused on the more engaging personalized

components of the posts rather than the static hashtags. This supports the theory of
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visual elements becoming more essential to the narrative as captions can be tailored
more closely to images and also give reference or utilize visual elements

themselves.

When analyzing the textual components in the posts it also becomes clearer how
deeply embedded visual elements are even in text. Especially thewolfbyyourside’s
captions utilize several emojis. Every post has a reference to the author by ending
with one or multiple wolf emojis. This pattern also establishes authenticity as it
functions like a signature. Meanwhile both accounts visualize emotions through the
use of expressive emojis. This commonly used aid in communication illustrates
how visualizations in text can ease conveying intrinsic emotions and values that are
tied but not explicitly mentioned in text (Alshengeeti, 2016). It further highlights

the relevance of visualizations for narratives.

Noticeable from the captions (combined with the posts and the linked hashtags)
Is the very different tone in content in the two analyzed accounts. While both
accounts express clear disagreement with societal and political trends, they do it in
very different approaches. Both accounts draw on two emotions with their posts:
humor and anger. However, while humor is generally antagonistic when applied,
anger must be distinguished between complaint and threat. While
georgeorwellnow’s content displays a tone tapping into either humor or complaint,
5 of 11 of thewolfbyyourside’s posts display a threatening narrative or tone. This,
however, also coincides with a more active engaging language, encouraging his
audience to take action and “start a revolution”. Concluding from this,
georgeorwellnow’s profile appears as a passive commentary compared to the
activist but also more radical overall. Regarding the process it is noteworthy that
georgeorwellnow transitioned from more emotionally diverse content spanning all
categories to a more recently passive commentary tone. Meanwhile
thewolfbyyourside transitioned to more radical and more engagement encouraging

content in the latest two months.
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4.4. Pop-Culture References

Pop-culture references are commonly used as narrative tools to increase
meaning accessibility and situate scenarios in a familiar context. They provide a
source of knowledge, a compass indicating meaning and visualizing common
values and norms (Clapton & Shepherd, 2017). As such it is not surprising that
several links to popular culture can be identified within the material. Memes are a
type of modern online pop-culture as they are a form of cultural expression taking
place via forums and social media. They, however, often utilize references to offline

pop-culture in the form of e.g. cinematic material, stories, art, or religion.

Amongst the sampled material references to two famous dystopian stories can
be found: The Matrix and 1984. The hashtag section of thewolfbyyourside’s posts
frequently mentions the matrix movies. The two hashtags are #alllhaveleftisred and
#breakthematrix. The first appears to be a reference to the element in the movie
trilogy where the main actor gets the choice between taking the red pill and lifting
the curtain to a life-altering truth that explains the otherwise opaque workings of an
entire system whereas taking the blue pill would restore previous ignorance (the
simulation) and make the individual forget any events that would challenge the
established worldview. By using these hashtags with references to becoming the
Neo (main character in the Matrix trilogy who decides to take the red pill) within a
system, the user paints a picture of a system where the people in power created a
lie that the majority of the people believe without question. Members of the
Querdenker movement, however, are challenged by him to protest this system of
exploitation and lies by ‘taking the red pill’, peeking behind the simulated reality,
and ‘break the matrix’ carefully constructed by political and scientific elites to

reinstate a system in favor of the ‘common people’.

The Matrix reference carries another layer to it when considering the often
populist and anti-systemic undertones in the posts. A common reference amongst
several of the analyzed material across all accounts is to the conspiracy theory of a
plandemic and the harsh autocratic rule of the elite over the people. A concept that
can be found in the Matrix story but might be even more prominent to the dystopian

62



MSc Global Studies Department of Political Science SIMZ-2022 — Meriel O. Ott

police state in 1984. Georgeorwellnow choses an account name giving direct
reference to the author of the dystopian novel. Across his accounts content he gives
reference to the dystopia several times, and often in combination with mentions of
the conspiracy theory of the plandemic or a corona dictatorship. The George Orwell
reference can be found in one specific IGTV post by georgeorwellnow showing an
interview with Aldous Huxley, author of the dystopian novel Brave New World. In
the video segment he talks about the modern transformation of autocracies and
autocratic leadership. However, the author of the post contextualizes the video not
just within corona politics but also links to the dystopian novel by George Orwell
suggesting that the current corona politics within Germany equate to a modern
police state comparable to the situation in the novel 1984. The contextualization
offered both through his visual material and the textual components display a view
of the current world as autocratic with unfair power relations and elitist control over
the people. While individuals familiar with the pop-culture content get an in-depth
view of the narrative georgeorwellnow is offering, the visual components in
combination with entextualizations make the narrative accessible even to people

that have had limited or no previous exposure to the utopian story.

Other links established to values and meaning arise for example from the
peanuts template or the catholic church references. Former pope Benedict and high-
ranking officials of the catholic church in Germany were in the end of 2021 and the
beginning of 2022 legally prosecuted for several child abuse cases they were
involved in or tried to hide from authorities. As one of the movement’s core values
relates to protecting children from harm the association within these sets of memes
carries a distinct connotation. Starting in December 2021 with the peanuts-meme
equating rape and vaccinations as recommendations from the pope a certain tone
was set. Following the development of the investigation into 2022 in February in
response to a statement from Benedict denouncing all blame suddenly memes
surfaced displaying health advisor Drosten as the pope — a threat to children and
immune to criminal prosecution. This example illustrates how closely some of the

more specific content is linked to not just pop-culture but also current events.
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4.5. Offline Context

Online content is created and generated in conjunction with offline events
taking place in the author’s environment. Offline events are then re-narrated and
contextualized to a global online audience. As previously described this online
construction of ideology and reality builds an online persona that gains authenticity
through coherence and persistence (Seargeant & Tagg, 2014). The process can be

observed in the content sampled for this research.

Content corresponds to real world events. However, in many cases a significant
lag time can be identified between the event occurring and memes appearing on the
sampled profiles. An example are the references to the Catholic church’s child
abuse case. Several memes loosely reference the investigation into former Pope
Benedict’s involvement in the case. Two memes, in particular, appeared one or two
days after a public statement rather than on the same day. Another set of memes are
the QR-/barcode memes. They span a time of 3 months (December — February).
While individual events kept happening throughout this time it is hard to tell which
exact individual event triggered each of these posts. Most likely they are linked to
adjustments to the travel requirements and proof of vaccinations for activities or

avoiding quarantine.

The sampled content, while it corresponds to offline events and is motivated by
regulations and political decision-making often has a long lifespan in which it is
shared, reused and newly contextualized, thus, making it hard to determine exact
triggers. Another reason is the use of international content that loosely translates to
different national contexts (as it discusses general values and fears) and is thus used
transnationally. This also highlights the global character of the anti-vax movement.
While many arguments and visualizations originate in a specific regional context,
they still have globally linking values reinforcing a global identity-based
community of anti-vaxxers (Scholte, 2005, pp. 239-240; Steger & James, 2019, p.
188).
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5. PLATFORM MODERATION: STRATEGIC APPROACHES TO COUNTER
CENSORSHIP

Several users have reported or displayed in their online presence a variety of
approaches to counter censorship or make guideline violating content less visible
to algorithmic filtering strategies. While some utilize adjustments to visualization
and content provision others use community-based strategies to deal with platform

algorithms.

Regarding adjustments to content one user chose to share screenshots of videos
with hyperlinks attached to the caption rather than sharing the video itself. The user
also implemented a less visual approach containing the exemption of sound in
videos and instead giving clues to the content through caption and hashtag
references. This was particularly utilized in videos of press conferences and
speeches by prominent political figures who already had a certain reputation

amongst movement members to which the user could refer.

Figure 24: A screenshot of a video was posted to avoid censorship

Another common strategy used by several users was to replace certain words
with emojis to decrease detectability through algorithmic filtering. This was also
attempted through editing images with text components where indicating words
like ‘Corona’, ‘vaccine’, ‘Biontech’ and others where covered or blocked out. As

one user puts it:
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“We must also always censor ourselves, so that the system does not censor

us. Otherwise it [the post] will be deleted”

Hallo, ich bin Yvonne und ich

wurde ich am 18.12. mit B Infektionsverstiarkende

Antikorper
gei@@lh Schon eine halbe Stunde
spater hatte Taubheitsgefiihl im Gestortes Immunsystem
Gesicht, dann in Armen und nach Cﬁma-lmpfung?

Beinen. Kreislaufprobleme. Ich e
konnte nicht mehr aufstehen. Dann Was Sie iiber den ADE-

2in juckender Ausschlag iiber den Effekt wissen miissen
ganzen Korper verteilt. Fieber,

Kopfschmerzen, Gelenkschmerzen
usw. Dass hat sich Gott sei Dank
gegeben. Aber was ich seitdem
nicht mehr loswerde, ich habe
unkontrolliertes Herzrasen bis 160
bpm einhergehend mit
Bluthochdruck. Unkontrolliertes

Von Juliane Gutmann

LorsTa-

" Imnfzentrum | X

Figure 25 Self-censoring to counter platform censorship

This narrative binary between ‘we’ and ‘the system’ reflects the movements
general attitude towards authorities. This othering technique does not just highlight
the criticism towards elites (in this case Instagram as a platform oversight
institution) but also emphasizes the community through a bonding expression of
‘we’. What is commonly utilized to secure identity notions amongst ingroup
members are reminders of shared experiences, shared hardships, or shared
successes. Kinnvall calls the narratives built surrounding these frames on collective
memory, chosen traumas and chosen glories (Kinnvall, 2017). In this case the user
expresses a burden that the community must carry together by implementing their
own censorship rules to circumvent broader and more thorough censorship by the
elitist Other. Through relating to community strength, he establishes not just

critique towards the Other but also an ontologically secure self and movement.
In relation to the second post the user elaborates:

“With the ADE | had to paint over the picture because otherwise it was
immediately deleted. The hashtag was also no longer possible. The vaccine
must have really had this opposing [hint towards negative side effect described
by the term ADE] effect.”

66



MSc Global Studies Department of Political Science SIMZ-2022 — Meriel O. Ott

This quote highlights on one hand Instagram’s rigorous content filters, as posts
referencing common misinformation were almost immediately reported as deleted
by several users. On the other hand, it also shows that communication guidelines
and restrictions do not just steer normative conceptions regarding communication
online but also have a strengthening effect on conspiracy theories. The user argues
about the theory of side effects of vaccines, that by deleting content Instagram (as

a representative of global elites) is trying to cover up the truth.

A common online trend has always been to share and repost popular content,
thus establishing a sense of community amongst users. This is a characteristic of

the online space that one user utilizes to their advantage in their censorship strategy.

“[...] 1 sometimes shared with the community, that I was supposed to be

blocked soon. Or which posts were taken down.”

By being transparent about censorship, the community (in this case their followers)
are also given agency in countering the platform’s approach in content
management. They become part of distributing content through sharing and

reposting, which in turn develops a stronger sense of togetherness.

Censorship ultimately guides the way in which information and narratives are
communicated. This holds particularly true when taking a closer look at
communication style and modus, such as the use of hashtags, emojis, audio and
text. While this affects communication norms and outlets, it does not seem to have
any effect on themes within the narratives provided in the content. What is
noteworthy and referenced within several exchanges with users, is the supplemental
use of the stories function on the platform. While some mention having “hidden”
content in their story highlights that was otherwise deleted as a post, others describe

the experience of increasing censorship even amongst their posted stories.
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Deine Story wurde entfernt

Nur du kannst diese Informationen sehen.

CDC-Direktorin:
Impfstoffe verhindern

keine Infektion

Figure 26 "Your Story was deleted - only you can see this information'. A
user received this notification about deleted content.

Based on this assessment the effect censorship exerts on visual content might
seem benign. It is a mostly indirect effect influencing representations of the self and
trust relationships between user and audience and between user and platform.
Censorship or any external moderation of content always poses a challenge to the
authenticity and continuity of presenting the Self. Changes in content and narrative,
due to adjusting to hostile filtering algorithms, can affect the believability of the
online persona as an audience in a virtual environment that needs to be convinced
and continuously captured by the authenticity of content. Especially, when images
depicting third party content such as memes and screenshots build the main part of
the account’s material, this moderation can have a significant effect. The analysis
of this research showed that filtering algorithms mainly target textual content,
filtering for keywords appearing both in the visual and textual material. Two
approaches have been implemented by users to remain authentic without being
censored. First, images have been edited to no longer display certain keywords.
This strategy has given users the opportunity to still share the same (although
edited) visual content. One user in particular has displayed how the authenticity
issue is avoided by giving specific reference to the intent of editing in the caption:

“After deletion, once again [...]” and “Censorship at Instagram, democracy comes

68



MSc Global Studies Department of Political Science SIMZ-2022 — Meriel O. Ott

from demonstrations, just so you know [...]”. The other strategy was to counter
censorship through opposition forms. As one user demonstrated this can limit
censorship to a minimum and establishes additional trust between audience and
user, as barely any posts are labeled or tagged as either insufficient or false

information.

The discussion of censorship is also relevant regarding building resilience
narratives as a coping mechanism in times of heightened risk perception. Krahmann
(2018) describes how ontological security is achieved and managed via the
involvement of private economic actors. Risk identification, profiling and
management are the main contributions of Private Security Companies to the
building and maintaining of ontological security. What Krahmann problematizes in
her article, is the strong reliance on experts in the private sector which contributes
to driving trust away from public institutions and into privatized economic
dependency structures. The underlying argument here can also be identified in the
narratives on Instagram. Social media in recent years has contributed, especially in
areas of effective communication, to managing crises and emergencies (eg. Meta,
formerly Facebook, established several crisis response tools in recent years, that
were distributed across several of their platforms (Burrows, 2017). Paired with the
general availability of social media and the frequency in which platforms like
Facebook are used as informative tools during crises and in matters of security
(Tarman & Yigit, 2012), they pose a particular challenge to the position of
traditional security providers such as regional and national authorities. Whether
intentional or not, Instagram as a platform facilitates a discussion that actively
questions the role of national authorities as security providers while providing a far-
reaching stage for the voices of few individuals, calling themselves experts. Thus,
the platform’s actions fall in line with what Krahmann describes as a risk
originating in the reliance on private firms in security matters. While only focusing
on crisis communication, Instagram still has the potential to generate ontological
security through the narrative-driven community building. Based on Krahmann’s
categories, Instagram can be both identified as a private economic security actor

focused on risk profiling through the use of filter algorithms centered around
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consumer content and location, while also providing a level of risk management
through the provision of easily accessible and vast communication channels
(Instagram, 2020, 2021; Krahmann, 2018). From the perspectives of the
Querdenker, however, Instagram also causes resilience building amongst the
movement. Especially their communications are adjusting to increasing censoring
efforts by the platform, thus making it harder to detect their narratives and
interactions through automated algorithmic filtering. While this provides additional
resilience to communication efforts, this resilience also strengthens in-group trust

and information access security which in turn motivates ontological security.

Finally, censorship both threatens and increases ontological insecurity. While
facing silencing can be the source of insecurity due to limitations in identity
expression and the experience of being othered through exclusion (Croft, 2012, pp.
73/198) the Querdenker appear to implement measures online to rather build
resilience and strengthen in-group trust and out-group alienation. These efforts
redirect censorship as an argument for activism and out-group hatred strengthening
the movement’s identity rather than inducing paralyzing insecurities. This is not the
least influenced by the general humoristic and lighthearted tone that visual content
on Instagram facilitates. While platforms aim to limit the stream of misinformation
on social media, many users take pride in countering them or even achieve status

by being taken down and establishing ‘back-up accounts’ (Steinberg, 2021).

6. CONCLUSION

The pandemic provided an environment of repeated trauma due to limitations
in fundamental rights and physical threats. Vaccines and politically decided
regulations provided a coping tool and lifeline of hope to most. The virus as the
source of trauma and the health care and political system as institutions of trust were
able to ground an ontological security narrative founded in the establishment of new
routines during the pandemic. While this worked for large portions of society it also
had a polarizing effect on the rest. The Querdenker opposed the constructed
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narrative. Rather than accepting new routines their narrative became protective of
previous ones. Their identity became performative through protesting the changing
system and referencing the lack of established constitutional rights that were
temporarily discarded during the pandemic (Teune, 2021). Routines are strongly
tied to identity and thus are difficult to change over short time periods. This
however became necessary during the early stages of COVID-19 which established
both trust in a crisis-responsive system but also systemic distrust and doubt towards
politicians and those in power, as people felt stripped of their rights and ripped out
of their daily routines. An environment like this harbors ontological insecurity
(Giddens, 1991a, p.27 in Peoples & Vaughan-Williams, 2014, p. 68) and provides

grounds for strong political and societal polarization.

This thesis focused on identifying the visual translation of security narratives
amongst the German anti-vax community. Amongst the sampled material two
strategies could be identified. On the one side most content focused on constructing
an image of the Other. Defined through associations with pop-culture villains and
derision, especially supporters of the vaccine and members of the societal and
political elite were alienated and provided a threat narrative to both the physical and
ontological security of the Querdenker. On the other hand, another narrative
constructed an idealized image of the Self. Acts of protest, often tied to violence
and evasion, were glorified and applauded, strengthening values and ideals of the
movement in a comical, at times lighthearted way. A method that eases
consumption of frustrating news but also increases the motivation to fight for

fundamental values in an increasingly polarized environment.

Both narratives construct identities of Self and Other in a binary way of right
and wrong but also highlight a distinct call for action that ultimately counters the
paralyzing ontological insecurity that originates out of uncertainties in a changing
complex system such as the modern world (Giddens, 1991b, pp. 38-47; Peoples &
Vaughan-Williams, 2014, p. 69). While humor proved to be a medium frequently
used to stabilize both self-identity and the Other, it also was the facilitator of

introducing new routines through visual depictions of behavioral norms and
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knowledge. Through depictions of pop-culture heroes opposing vaccines or the
regulations associated, individuals created glorified fantasies contributing to a
shared narrative of successes while other depictions illustrated shared struggles.
These narratives ultimately build an identity-constructing and -stabilizing story that

shows potential to unite an ideologically diverse movement even across countries.

Considering the second research question, content on social media is most
affected by platform moderation when tied to factual knowledge. As a content
analysis of the sampled profiles has shown, flagging and censorship was very likely
to appear on posts that displayed either statistics or quoted content. Additionally,
several posts containing video footage of prominent political figures were targeted
by fact-checking. Considering the scope of information provided by users, it can be
concluded that while textual material is often affected by algorithmic filtering and
countermeasures implemented by users, purely visual material tends to operate
largely outside these limitations and is, thus, mostly unaffected by platform
moderation. Additionally, a user’s efforts of countering censorship had proven
successful, thus suggesting the translations of security narratives into visual media

(especially humorous content) can be more resilient against platform moderation.

While this research can contribute an insight into visual constructions of
ontological security online it also relies on a comparatively small sample size. A
significant number of posts have been viewed, however, only originating from two
authors. Because identity online is constructed with close regards to authenticity
and continuity it is important that the sample discussed in this thesis viewed content
across time. Due to this and accessibility limitations the research could only focus
on two individual users. This research is able to provide a first insight into the
movements use of humorous material to construct, reconstruct, and share ideology,
values, and consequently ontological security online. However, it is important to
further investigate these first insights in following research that engages a larger
sample of multiple users and further develops the content analysis that build the

brief introduction to this thesis methodological approach.
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To conclude this thesis with some words of warning: The Querdenker have
formed a movement and an identity around limitations during a global pandemic.
Despite regulations being lifted in Germany and the world turning to a (new) normal
post-pandemic world, the movement continues to exist. This is in part due to the
ontological security narrative they created. An ideology that counters the essence
of what political institutions and societal functions in current Germany stand for. A
movement that contains members opposing even established institutions like the
constitution, faces an identity crisis when confronted with the possibility of
conformity with the group they had previously othered to severe degrees. Current
narratives within the movement are surfacing displaying a shift to new subjects such
as the war in Ukraine and inflation. These subjects highlight the continuity of the
movement and an issue of on-going political polarization and skepticism that has

yet to be addressed both nationally and globally (Denney, 2022).
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Appendix
wie_esmirgefaellt 563|wolfgang wodarg 692 | smilleye7 329
na_di_ne 1990 544 | bodohhauser 527 |wie_esmirgefaellt 228
masken_freiheit 300| unbekannter__nr1 374 |wiederstand.ist.pflicht 197
antiimpf 203|impfkontrolle 330|harlekinshop 180
widerstand.ist.pflicht 190| widerstand.ist.pflicht 264 |freiheitsfreundin 149

diana24mehr 138| oevpmussweg 132 139
bittebildedich 122 melanie_ana_kolic 125 112

_ 117| selberdenken.ist.sexy 117 |ailenroc_78 84

impfpflicht2022 102|wir_halten_durch 117 |ein_freier_mensch 83
unidentifiedplayer 98 (joshimine 114 | mitchelmischtmit 82
covidlandthemovie 87 |der_selbstdenker 95 | chipsimwiderstand 69
demos2022austria 85| wie_esmirgefaellt 88|flo_heichel 68
freie_meinung_2021 76| hart.aber.ehrlich 87 | elternstehenauf 67

Figure 27: Profiles with high activity by hashtag
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Figure 28: Occurrence of Types of Content by User
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Figure 30: Content Type Distribution for thewolfbyyourside
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Calegories Sub-Categories Textual Category
Qualitying tags
Freadom
Freedom
No

Constitutional Unvaccinated and
References unharmed

Activism | Enabling

Preobest

| won't be pushed

Aggression

Pop-culture
reference

Unvacecinated and

Community unharrmed
Building Account references

Post Tharmes

Unvaccinated and
In-Group Sympathy unharmed

Emotions Kindness

Authar G1 G2 G3 G4 G5 GE G7 GB Go

Date 1VM02/202Z 27/01/2022 22M/2022 24122021 2312021 21122021 20122021 151272021 10122021
Snow White
Virus Pope Bill Gates & Ewvolution and the: QR-Code Sheep Vaccing Peanuts

Post short Drosten Mask Walk  Foosball Daenerys Barcode Needle Farnily Center Rape

#ichmachdanichtmit
#ungeimpft

#Hreiheait

#impffreiheit
#impffreiundglicklich
#diegedankensindfrei
#keinmenschistillegal
#neinzumimpfzwang

I I
#unversehrtheit I
#unversehrtheitdeskirpers
#jointheresistance
#Widerstandjetzt
#getoffyourknees
#dontfallforit
#nevergiveup
#HoldTheFrequency
#nutzedeinherzunddeinenverstand
#arztestehenauf
#spaziergang
#wiederstandskampfer
#eoronawiderstand
#lasssienichtgewinnen
#ichlassemichnichterpressen
#ichlassemichnichtimpfen
#impfteuchinsknie I
#uckcovid19

Table 3: Georgeorwellnow Hashtag Coding Chart (a)

#endgame

#ungeimpfte  willkemmen
#TheWolfByYourSide
#gutenacht

#aesundundglicklich
#behuman

#bekind

#Hlove
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Account references #TheWolfMakesYouSmile
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Vaccine Danger
Post Themeas
Unvaceinated and
unharmed
Health
Vaccine inefficiant
Mo
Other Vaccine Fesling d
Oppasition eeling Force
Descriptives
Ma
| won't be pushed
Anti-Elite (Populist) anti-gov

Anti-health-elites

#fingerwegvonunserenkindern
#SaveTheChildren
#SaveOurChildren
#ungeimphlekindersindgesander

#herzmuskelentziindung
#plazlichundunerwartet
#impfschadensindreal
#impfschaeden
#nebenwirkungen
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#allesnurzufall
#impftote
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#sportler

#ungeimpfigesundundgliicklich
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#impfungschitztnicht

#neinzurimpfung
#impfenneindanke
#neinheisstnein
#neinzurpharmaindustrie
#impfpflicht

#implabo
#zahlenundfakten
#impfen

#eoronaimpfung
#impfdurchbriiche

#neinzurampel
#ichbinstaatsfeind
#schieltdiefledermausab
#evilregime
#schickdenbastardzurhélle
#drostengate
#drasteniuegt

Author G1 G2
Date

100272022 270172022

G3

G4
24122021

G5
23122021

GG
2111212021

G7
20122021

G8
16M2/2021

G9
1001272021

Table 4: Georgeorwellnow Hashtag Coding Chart (b)
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Categones

Political Skepticism
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Sub-Categories Textual Category
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Conspiracy
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reference
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Mo

COVID-Palicy Deacipives
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Feeling Fearced
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#nothingbutlies
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#breakthematrix
#coronapocalypse
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#ichmachedanichimit
#implzwang
savolution
#eoronawahnsinn

#CoronaFaschismus
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#gesundheitsdikiatur
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#vergewaltigung
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#ichbinraus
#markusgelau
#nichilusti
Fainfachnurkrank
#eoronamenes

Author G1 G2
Date

100272022 27/01/2022

G3
22172022

G4 G5
24M22021 23122021

G
21122021

G7
201272021
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15122021

Ga
101272021

Table 5: Georgeorwellnow Hashtag Coding Chart (c)
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Author T1 T2 T3 T4 TS TG T T8 = T10 T

Categories Sub-Categories Textual Category Date 2000372022 130372022 19/02/2022 16022022 14022022 130022022 09/02/2022 08/02/2022 03022022 27/01/2022 25101/2022
Joshua
Kimimich
Post Value Masked Barcode Death on Girl with Kid an Hide the 5. Karl Girl with Gallum
shart Comic Sheep Evaolution  Doorstep Gun Swing Virus Pope Pain Harold Lauterbach Shield Lauterbach
sichmachdanichtmi
Qualifying tags
#ungeimpft
#freifheit
#impffraiheit
Fraedom #impffreiundglickiich
Freedom
#diegedankensindfrei
#einmenschistillegal
Mo #neinzumimpfzwang

Constitutional Unvaccinated and  #unversehrtheit

References unharmed #unversehrtheitdeskérpers
#jointheresistance
#Widerstandjetzt
#getoffyourknees
Rights #dontfallforit
#nevergiveup
#HoldTheFi
Activism / Enabling Y
#nutzedeinherzunddeinenverstand
#arztestehenauf
Protest #zpaziergang
#wiederstandskampfer
#coronawiderstand
#lasssienichtgewinnen
#chlassemichnichterpressen
| won't be pushed S
#Hehlassemichnichiimpfen
#impfteuchinsknie
Aggression #Huckcovid19
Pop-culture
referance #endgame
Unvaccinated and
Community unharmed #ungeimpfte  willkommen
Building Account referances  #TheWolfByYourSide
Post Themes  #gutenacht
Unvaccinated and
In-Group Symipathy unharmed #gesundundglicklich
#hehuman
Emalions Kindness #hekind
#ove

Account references  #TheWolfMakesYouSmile
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Categories

Sub-Categories Textual Category

Childran
Sideeffects
Waccine Danger
Post Themes
Unvaccinated and
unharmed
Vaccine inefficient
No
Other Vaccine Ny
- Feeling Forced
Oppesition ing
Descriptives
No
I 'won't be pushed
Anti-Elite {Populisth anti-gow

Anti-health-alites

Author T1 T2 T3
Date 20/032022 1300372022 19/02/2022

#ingerwegvonunserenkindern
#SaveTheChildren
#SaveQurChildren
#ungeimpftekindersindgesinder

#herzmuskelentzindung
#plétzlichundunerwartet
#impfschidensindreal
#impfschaeden
#nebenwirkungen
#totimpfstoff
#allesnurzufall
#impftate
#impffolgeschiden
#derimpfstoffistnegentherapie
#sportler

#ungeimpftgesundundgliicklich

#impfenistkeinelésung
#impfungschitzinichs

#neinzurimpfung
#impfenneindanke
#neinheisstnein
#neinzurpharmaindustrie
gimpfpflicht

#impfabo
#zahlenundfakten
#impfen

#ooronaimpfung
#impfdurchbrilche

#neinzurampel
#ichbinstaatsfeind
#schieldiefledermausab
Zevilregime
#schickdenbastard zurhille
#drostengate
#drostenluegt

#TheGreatWeSet
#alltheydoislietoyou

T4
16/02r2022

15 T8 T7 T8 T9 Ti0 T
14/02/2022 1300272022 09/02/2022 090272022 03022022 27/01/2022 250172022

Table 7: Thewolfbyyourside Hashtag Coding Chart (b)
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Categories

Paliical Skeplicism

Sub-Categories Testual Categary

Conspiracy

COVID-Palicy

Autocracy

Conspiracies

Pop-culhure
reference

Post Themes

Anti-regulations

Mo

Descriptives
| won't be pushed
Feeling Forced
Post Themes

Feeling Forced

Post Themes

I'wan't be pushed

Post Themes

#nothingbutlies
#wirhabendendurchblick
#plandamie

#aborhese
#allihaveleftisred
#breakthematrix

#eoronapocalypse

#2ggehtgarnicht
gimpfflichtneindanke
#neinzumimpfabo
#nginzurspaltung
#neinzurimpfpflicht
#ooronpalitik
#ichmachedanichtmit
#impfzwang
#evolution
#oaronawahnsinn

#CoranaFaschismus
#impfdiktatur
#gesundheitsdiktatur
#deutschlandiotalitar
#ooronadikiatur
#vargewaltigung
#dfb

#ichbinraus
#markusgelau
#nichtiustig
#einfachnurkrank
#ooronamemes

Author T1
Date 20/03/2022

T2 K] T4 TS TE 7 T8 T9 Ti0 ™
13032022 190272022 1610272022 1402/2022 13022022 000272022 0AN272022 03022022 2710112022 250172022

Table 8: Thewolfbyyourside Hashtag Coding Chart (c)
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Category

Emotions

Codes
Subcategory  Specification
Humaor Antagonistic
Anger Complaint
Threat
Encouragement

Author G1 G2 G3 G4 G5 G6 GT

Date 10/0272022 270152022 220172022 24122021 2322021 21122021 2011212021
irus Pope Bill Gates & Ewalution Snow White QR-Code
Post short  Drosten Mask Walk Foosball Daenerys Barcode and the Needle Family

‘Warum kippen alle sporther
nach und nach um

‘warum schweigen die Es gibt @inen
gralen Verbande wie dib anderen Weg:
dazu? Obwahl die Quote stay true zu
Code der deinen Werten,
herzmuskelentziindung en  Novavax? Uberzeugungen
immens ist totimpfstoff 7 und keep it up -
Solche Leufe pltzlichundunerwartet 85 MNein genauso  am Ende siegt  impft euch ins
fordern die wird zeit, dass das &in Gen immer knie gutenacht
impfpflicht aufhdrt!! Medikament. Gerechtigkeit!!  bild fir alle -

_—

Vaccine
mandata

Heart-muscle
inflammation

Side-effects
Gene-
manipulation
Death from
vaccing
Justice

Encouraging
activism

Submissive
society
People are blind
to the truth
accination is
rape

Falitics is
responsible
Revolution
Dataprotection
Microsoft
Laughter
Identity !
identifying
anti-efitist
SAICAsMm

approval

GE G9
151202021 101272021

Sheep Vaccing
Center Peanuts Rape

Lawft, lauft

maing

Schafchen...ihr

werdet dort impipflicht ist
sicherich nicht  nichis als
geschiachiet wargewaltigun
‘werden.... g!

e
I

Table 9: Georgeorwellnow Caption Coding Chart
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a0z 142022 e oamaRez DHOE022 OWORE0EZ 2T R022 2501

Hiethe Fan  Kimmich vs.

GriwihGun  KidonSwng  Vins Pape Girlwith Shield  Lauterbach

Zeditgeist trefien wie dieses.
Es gibt da eine Frma, de 2020 ein Patent
Die beiden Memes &and it der Nummer 0B0606 angemeidet hat
ich rechi fufi..und rgendwie Dieses Paient beinhaket das Korzept der
ENANZEn S Sch SOgr. “Gawinnung von Krypiowahnng ber
I witss? wass ZU fun s, Korperaitiitat mithile eines Endgeridies
iohies and Wobierinas. und einer *Schnitsieke”.

Dein Smariphane st die Tar.

Caiegory  Subcalegory  Specficaion Code

ch mag den Alter das kst
B Gentiemen How playing Typen. Er mein Meme der
von'dachen”. maTvmear  kommiimmer  Woohe. Wemn
Er wird wie: Ein roter Teppich
fr eine Aevokdion sein. (Graphen ist der Schillssel.

Urd der Palentinhaber Microsaf. Hihiihiha. My kind of
L ®

Asjaashm, |3 logischen
genau. Tuﬂi

Table 10: Thewolfbyyourside Caption Coding Chart
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