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Abstract 

Propaganda of truth: Exploring the illusion and fragmentation of democracy through social 

media users’ consumption of political propaganda  

 

Pablo Riquelme 

June 2017 

 

We live in an era in which social media newsfeeds have become the way many obtain 

political information, and in which this information is presented to reach users without severity 

by using impulsive interactions such as likes, emojis and shares. These interactions create an 

illusion of involvement and knowledge, because the subsequent opinions are based on what the 

computer or smartphone screen tells users to do. Sharing and interactions are limited and 

restricted to what social media allows users to participate with. These interactions develop 

shallow behaviors and create a one-sided view of users’ worlds and an untrustworthy democracy. 

Because of this, engagement with the screen is creating a rift between the intention behind users’ 

behaviors and the dissemination of social and political information. When social media 

empowers users to read political events, it provokes a disconnection from reality, results in 

disseminating information that reinforces bias opinions between users, and creates an echo 

chamber of misinformation. This has developed into a social media culture where access to 

political messages are everywhere and seen by anyone. All of these things are the foundation for 

propagandistic messages.  

 

Key words: social media, democracy, empowerment, users, interactions, propaganda 
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Introduction 

Social media has become both a global meeting ground where people can express their 

opinions, gather, and interact with each other via virtual communities around the world and has 

become a habitual part of social life by giving people the opportunity to share pictures and 

comments in a public space. Social media as a medium has created an online culture between 

people-users, making it an important social apparatus where people can generate their own 

content. Additionally, this digital platform makes information and news easy to share with others 

because of its immediacy and widespread use. Users identify with political information and 

believe other users will be interested in reading the same material. In fact, information on social 

media has empowered mainstream mass media to create an illusion of democracy by creating 

large, unified digital communities. For this reason, it is common to see overt promotion and 

propaganda related to any social and political problem. This has given social media a new role in 

society, where human-people-users are heavily relying on it.  

One of the users principally responsible for this new role of social media is former 

president of the United States Barack Obama. When he ran for president in 2008, he decided to 

use this platform as a strategy because he could not afford to visit every state in the country 

(MediaSaucer, “How Obama Won Using Digital and Social Media”). By the end of his campaign, 

his influence on social media had increased with millions of followers and marked an essential 

step for future presidential candidates. President Obama established a new environment that 

changed the way people thought about and accessed politicians. Moreover, due to the intimacy of 

the digital environment, as the social media was consumed, it inspired a unique and personal 

relationship with the content. Sensing this, his campaign’s aim was to make the people feel close 

to the candidate and his campaign, filling a major time and space gap for Obama.  



      
 

  
 

4 

From that point onward, the infusion of political messages into social media has changed 

the way people understand information and has even affected important political decisions in the 

United States. On one hand, social media can be a democratic platform for the free exchange and 

sharing of political ideology. On the other, empowered social media users often share and like 

political propaganda in an echo chamber of news that is posted on social media’s walls. In other 

words, the interface design of social media has often provided an illusion of equality and 

democracy, but sometimes pushes political propaganda that creates a false, one-sided world of 

personal and political values.  

In part, this paper will analyze evidence of how political messages in social media create 

a change in the behavior of users by evaluating the engagement of screen-based perceptions 

related to political propaganda. 

 

Background and history of propaganda 

Propaganda is a psychological technique that attempts to manipulate perceptions, ideas, 

and behaviors through visual persuasion. According to Anthony Pratkanis, “It is the 

communication of a point of view with the ultimate goal of having the recipient of the appeal 

come to ‘voluntarily’ accept this position as if it were his or her own” (Pratkanis 11). As a result, 

propaganda works through four concepts of the language of visualization: perception, 

simplification, auxiliary attitudes, and repetition. Each of these elements brings meaning and 

understanding to the piece of communication. 

When the German printing inventor Johannes Gutenberg invented movable type in the 

beginning of the 15th century, his technology allowed molds of the alphabet’s characters to be 

arranged, form words, and create copies of printed word using ink. The new development of the 
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printing press led to changes the social, political and economic culture of the time and introduced 

the beginnings of mass communication. However, this form of printing was not completely 

effective to create propaganda until after the Protestant Reformation in the 16th century. 

Mass distribution and communication started to see its potential during the Protestant 

Reformation against Catholicism, thanks to the monk Martin Luther. Luther created the first 

multi-class mass movement in the history of the world using printed materials that were 

distributed between social classes. Luther’s purpose was to persuade others that the Catholic 

church and the pope were not the only ones with authority to translate the Bible.  

According to James Wilson, “Luther and his followers used mass-produced pamphlets to 

distributed the new religious thoughts to the masses. They communicated with the illiterate 

through pictorial prints, resembling present-day editorial cartoons, which carried propaganda 

messages against the Catholic church and the pope” (24). This movement took mass 

communication to a level the world had never seen because it was the first propaganda to use 

printed elements.   

In the 19th century, printing technology continued to develop in several countries such as 

England and the United States. The rapid production of materials became the foundation for the 

Industrial Revolution, which changed the perspectives of society. The creation of new jobs 

caused rural citizens to move to the cities as part of urbanization, and the dissemination of 

information through newspapers was a quickly way to spread information through more 

condensed populations.  

In the 20th century, the new technology of radios and televisions brought families 

together in the home to learn about historically significant events and things happening around 
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the globe, such as wars, the formation of new governments, and space travel. These groups of 

people listening to the radio and watching television became known as audiences.  

Even with these new media, print communication was still important. In the United States 

during World War II, the tool of propaganda was used to recruit soldiers for the army, 

disseminate more information about the world, and entice women to work or join the army. 

According to Darlene C. Mahaney, “Propaganda became a major industry, using famous actors, 

directors, artists, and writers to get points across to the people quickly and effectively” (Mahaney 

41). The use of the visual language in posters had a huge impact and often spread a patriotic 

message in times of war by using stereotypes. Propaganda posters were intended to educate and 

convince people of what they should do and think during this time, and the effectiveness of the 

visual language of this medium either prompted powerful negative or positive feelings among 

society members.  

In the 21st century, the change in the preferred medium of communication for societies 

came rapidly in the form of the Internet and digital communication, and propaganda came with 

this new media. While historically propaganda had been perpetuated through posters, modern 

propaganda has become part of the virtual space where even larger numbers of people can 

communicate with each other using virtual communities. Within social media, relationships are 

based on emojis, likes”, shares, and comments. Friends are called followers, and the people who 

use these platforms are called users. The core purposes of the new environment are share 

experiences, distribute opinions, and allow users to see what other users are doing in their lives. 

 

Propaganda and mass communication in social media 
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Propaganda is one of the most powerful tools to engage and share politicized information 

with people. For this reason, the use of this tool in social media has become accepted. 

Propagandistic messages can be used on the digital platform in a way that information, true or 

skewed, can spread faster and to more users. Elizabeth Guffey explained, “Such digitally made 

posters are part of an information network that spreads the news with alarming speed, but they 

also tap into broader cultures of technology and enchantment” (Guffey 232). The use of 

computers and software make the construction of posters faster than ever. Moreover, the posters, 

as Guffey infers, are shared from one user to another through public status posts where others 

can engage and give their opinions on the topic.  

In many cases, the political propaganda starts with articles produced by news outlets such 

as Fox News, NPR, or CNN, which each have pages on social media where users can access 

political information and spread content around the virtual space making propaganda. When 

sharing a post, each user can add their own comments contributing to the manipulation of facts, 

opinions, and ideas among millions of users. Social media gives the users freedom to post 

information that passes through the boundary between the private and public sectors. The book 

Groundswell by Charlene Li and Josh Bernoff illustrated how the content on social platforms 

morphs and changes as it goes from one user to the next and how sometimes the initial intent is 

to be slightly deceptive: 

1. “Post a viral video: Put a video online, and let people share it.  

2. Engage in social networking and user-generated contents sites. Creating a personality 

within a social networking sites like Facebook is one the simplest ways to extend 

your brand reach. Turning it into a conversation is harder. 
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3. Join the blogosphere. Empower your executives or staff to write posts. Integral to this 

strategy is listening and responding to other blogs in the blogosphere – and that’s one 

way talking with blogs is different from issuing press releases. 

4. Create a community. Communities are a powerful way to engage with your costumers 

and deliver value to them. They’re also effective at delivering marketing messages, as 

long as you listen, not just shout” (103). 

Social media empowers users to create content that is not controlled, which can be 

dangerous when propaganda is involved because reckless distribution can create disorder and 

bias between users. Warren Taylor, in his article What Is Propaganda? explained, “Propaganda 

is a systematic scheme created by one person or a group in an effort to persuade people on 

insufficient grounds to believe [an idea that a group] wants them to deliver or to act to its 

advantage” (562). In other words, the main goal of propaganda is to create new interactions of 

miscommunication and spread content that misinforms the masses. 

 

Case studies: Barack Obama and Donald Trump campaigns  

In 2008, social media was as a part of the presidential election in the United States for the 

first time. Facebook was a new digital platform. At this time, Barack Obama and John McCain 

were running for the Democratic and Republican candidacies respectively, and Obama was 

determined to use Facebook and Twitter to interact with and build a relationship with people he 

could not see face to face. Carlisle and Patton explained, “In the 2008 presidential campaign, 

with more than one hundred million active users, Facebook was generating national attention 

from both major political parties, candidates, and national, media outlets as a tool to mobilize 

active political engagement” (891). Social media brought new voters to the elections because of 
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the interest in politics among the users activated online. According to the Pew Research Center, 

“74% of the population of Internet users went online during the 2008 election to take part in, or 

get news and information about the 2008 campaign” (Pew Research, “The Internet’s Role in 

Campaign 2008”). Consequently, Obama’s campaign changed the way citizens communicated 

political messages by reaching, engaging, and involving generations on a streamlined platform 

(Figure 1).  

In 2012, when he decided to run for reelection, Obama used the same strategy. The main 

difference between 2008 and 2012 was that social media had developed as the dominant digital 

communication platform by 2012. For example, “Twitter recognized that [Obama] had 115,000 

followers back in 2008, but in 2012 he reached 500 million followers, increasing [the original 

following by] over 80 times” (Obama and Social Media, “4 Years of Progress”). This explosion 

of social media use transformed the political movement and connected his future supporters. 

In both campaigns, social media was fundamental to get more users to spread information 

about their propaganda. A major difference in Obama’s 2012 campaign was that he reached not 

only adults, but also young Americans who wanted to be heard. The reason behind this change 

was that Obama’s team was creating content targeted toward the young users of social media. 

According to the Pew Research Center, “Obama’s youth support may have been an even more 

important factor in his victory [in 2012] than it was in 2008” (“Young Voters Supported Obama 

Less, But May Have Mattered More”). The age of this group was between 18 and 29 years old 

(Figure 2), and most of these young people were searching for news on the Internet. Seeing this 

change in user behavior, Obama’s team created new accounts on new social media platforms like 

Reddit.com, where he openly answered questions from the users of this platform. Additionally, 

“In 2012, Obama’s Google+ and Instagram accounts made up 1.94 million and 1.2 million 
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followers respectively” (Obama and Social Media, “4 Years of Progress”). This strategy allowed 

Obama to communicate closely with users of social media (Figure 3). 

The importance of social media to presidential campaign strategy has continued to grow. 

In June 2015, Republican Donald Trump announced on television his presidential run for the 

2016 election, and his opponent would be Democratic nominee, Hillary Clinton. Similar to 

Obama, both candidates used social media as part of strategic marketing. President Trump 

famously uses Twitter as a platform to communicate with people globally, regardless of the 

substantiation behind his claims. This method has attracted many Trump followers, with some 

defining this form of communication as transparency. CNN explained, “[Trump’s] statements 

show authenticity that voters have come to expect from everyone in public life” (Jones, “Trump: 

The Social Media President?”) In other words, President Trump’s social media approach to the 

past election increased his follower count three times more than his opponent. According to 

Google trend analysis, “Trump was the most Googled candidate, and also most mentioned on 

Twitter and Facebook” (Bachai, “Trump Won Thanks to Social Media”). What this quote fails to 

note is that those who Googled his name were not necessarily future voters. They could have 

been users who wanted to see the extremes of what he was willing to say against whomever he 

wanted. The use of the perception of an authentic relationship is what makes this type of political 

propaganda an untrustworthy element in democracy.  

Social media has continued to be transformed due to new features added inside platforms 

related to users’ experience of what they need and what they are seeking out. In addition, in the 

most recent 2016 election in the United States, Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton used social 

media to search for followers and express their ideas. At this time, the environment of social 

media was different than when Obama was running for president because the atmosphere 
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changed when users started disseminated information by they own. Harvey illustrated this: 

“Social media has changed our national political conversation by understanding what these 

platforms were initially intended to do, and how we use them now” (Harvey, “Did Social Media 

Ruin Election 2016?”). In other words, the political conversations took place over the virtual 

space, and users commented on what they thought were helpful and harmful policies for the 

country. Platforms such as Twitter, where the candidates have accounts, created chaos in terms 

of the dialogue between users and the candidates. In the same article, the author argues, “On 

Twitter, politics isn’t a conversation at all; it’s a loud mess” (Harvey). This echo chamber of 

misinformation was evidence of the segregation between users and was a clear reflection of what 

was happening in the country with two strong candidates. The United States was divided thanks 

in large part to the noise of social media. 

 

The defragmentation of democracy in social media  

The roles of social media in the 2008 and 2012 campaigns were totally different. Obama used 

this platform to communicate his ideas and be a part of users’ lives. This closeness to the users in 

social media contributed to him becoming the President of the United States not only once, but 

two times. Obama launched his own account on Facebook where he and his team interacted one 

on one with users, responding to messages from them, posting comments, and sharing the kind of 

music that he likes. These actions conveyed to users that he could be a relatable, responsive 

president. In fact, his skills on social media created an impact and engaged users, specifically the 

younger generation. To illustrate this accessibility, Obama shared a photo and wrote on his social 

media, “Hey everyone, it’s Barack. I'll be spending the next few days touring this beautiful state 

and meeting with Alaskans about what’s going on in their lives. Looking forward to sharing it 
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with you.” The photo quickly racked up thousands of likes (“How Social Media Is Ruining 

Politics”). Barack Obama’s approach to the users was completely strategic and his proximity and 

informality brought the users a new closeness to the politician.  

 When Donald Trump was running for president against Hillary Clinton, he imitated 

Obama’s strategy and made comments on Twitter related to what he disagreed with. His 

comments attracted users and he gained more followers, both supporters and detractors. After 

Donald Trump announced on TV that he was running for president, the announcement brought 

many social media reactions. According to Time magazine, “In 24 hours, 3.4 million American 

Facebook users generated 6.4 million interactions” (Time, “Donald Trump’s Presidential 

Announcement Sparks Huge Facebook Reaction.”). These interactions were in the form of likes, 

comments, and shares. In contrast to Obama, Trump seemed not to be close to the users because 

he used social media to promote negativity and make statements that attacked individuals and 

ethnic groups. These factors played a negative role in his image. 

Most interactions on social media are intended to inspire, evoke, mystify, and intensify 

relationships with users. To be successful, social media’s interface design must be simple and 

easy-to-understand. According to Facebook Design Principles: 

“Our visual style is clean and understated, to create a blank canvas on which our users 

live. A minimal, well-lit space encourages participation and honest transparent 

communication. Clean is the not the easiest approach to visual style. To the contrary, 

margins and type scale, washes and color become more important as we reduce the 

number of styles we rely on” (“Facebook Design Principles”).  

In addition, Facebook’s platform is intended to create the sense of equality among users 

and has become a critical part of the user-centric, high-context consumption of political 
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information and propaganda. In the real life, the actions of users contradict the Facebook Design 

Principle because their perceptions fragment the voices of the users and lose the original 

intention of Facebook. As users react to the trends in their newsfeeds, they are using social media 

as a primary, reliable source of information, and this interaction is destroying democracy. In 

other words, the power of the screen and the authoritative influence of interface design brings 

credibility to social media and entices users to believe everything that is on the screen.  

According to an article in Wired, influence is dependent on how the information us 

consumed:  

On a social network like Facebook, three factors influence the extent to which we see 

cross-cutting news. First, who our friends are and what news stories they share; second, 

among all the news stories shared by friends, which ones are displayed by the newsfeed 

algorithm; and third, which of the displayed news stories we actually click on. If the 

second factor is the primary driver of the echo chamber, then Facebook deserves all 

blame. In contrary, if the first or third factor is responsible for the echo chamber, then we 

have created our own echo chambers (“Blame the Echo Chamber on Facebook. But 

Blame Yourself, Too”). 

Political messages that are spread on social media have intrinsic value to users and opens 

doors to what users are capable of doing with digital propaganda. The power of clicking within 

the screen attracts self-identified users who feel relate to the political information being this a 

powerful tool to influences other users.  

 

Propagandistic posts in social media 
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As mentioned previously, the original purpose of the digital platform was to provide an 

interaction with users, leading them to communicate with each other and establish relationships. 

The information that is shared is based on relative knowledge of individual experiences and the 

real lives of users, and is shared through ideas, pictures, activities, and events.  

In contrast, today social media has shifted to include aiding the digital delivery of 

propaganda and creating a political environment. According to the journal article “Usage of 

social networking sites and technological impact on interaction enabling features”, social media 

is about “contributing support to social influences such as group discussions, organizing events, 

posting messages, and images, accessing information, and publishing opinions to receive 

feedback” (Alassiri et al 55). In other words, this platform has readily become a place where 

political causes are publicly supported by the users and where political actions are reflected by 

the comments of the people who feel interested and can identify with these topics. Lucian 

Desploiu explained that the digital platform, especially Facebook, has been growing in the past 

years and has changed user behavior. It has also helped users connect with friends and family in 

a different way, allowed users to search for news in this platform more than anywhere else, as 

well as become the biggest platform for gamers. (Desploiu, “Political Campaigning in the Digital 

Age”). Moreover, this virtual space is changing according to the needs of the users who are 

connecting, sharing, and commenting on the political messages around the platform.  

 

Social media relationships and political propaganda  

The relationship between users and politicians is mediated through the digital platform 

and simultaneously empowers both the users and politicians. This digital proximity between both 

actors creates a new environment of connectivity of interests. For this reason, the politician sees 
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the easy accessibility within the Internet as an opportunity to spread their messages, especially 

on Facebook where this social platform allows politicians to create their own page and add 

followers. The procedure of users ‘following’ the politicians has taught users to engage with 

whatever the politician is proclaiming, fact or opinion. The document Is Social Media Changing 

How We Understand Political Engagement? explained, “Another tack in the accessibility of 

information argument is that the Internet can help convert or mobilize the politically disengaged 

to become politically engaged” (Carlisle et al 884). This explains the importance of political 

engagement on social media, especially Facebook, as the most popular communication platform 

among politicians and users. 

One of the contributing factors is the new advances in technology that allow users to have 

information literally at their fingertips via smartphones. For this reason, the way politicians 

communicate with possible voters feels more intimate than ever. Furthermore, politicians can 

alter the tone of their message instantly with a single post, or even edits to a post.   

The evolution of social media as new medium to communicate political messages has 

changed social boundaries. This change is presenting new challenges to the users, forcing the 

users to change, too. The political information shared in this platform begins arguments between 

users that are further exacerbated by political propaganda, and many users feel disappointed and 

frustrated with social media because it is losing its original purpose within the digital platform. 

According to the Pew Research Center, “More than one-third of social media users are worn out 

by the amount of political content they encounter, and more than half describe their online 

interactions with those they disagree with politically as stressful and frustrating” (Duggan et al 

“The Political Environment on Social Media”). This new challenge brings to the table what is 
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appropriate or inappropriate to discuss on social media. Users are hostile and disrespectful to 

each other, and friendships are destroyed by by the polarizing content on social media . 

 

The lack of users’ reactions creates shallow interactions  

Both the Facebook and Twitter platforms engage the users to act digitally in politics. 

Because the information is essentially fed to users and is housed within their personal social 

media space, users participate with others in a way that makes them feel emotionally attached to 

the information received. Due to the universality of Facebook and Twitter, these platforms have 

democratized political conversations but have also fragmented them. In the article “Did Social 

Media Ruin Election 2016”, the author argues, “Both the technology itself, and the way we 

choose use the technology, makes it so that what ought to be a conversation is just a set of Post-it 

notes that are scattered”. For this reason, social media has shifted to a battle of comments in 

which whoever has the most frequent or lengthy argument wins.  

While most users still use social media for the original intent of producing friendly 

content related to their life and families, they also disseminate political information, causing 

some users to debate, engage, and express resignation or frustration. Results from a survey 

conducted on a sample of 226 individuals showed 60 users feel frustrated by and 65 feel neutral 

to the propagation of political messages in social media (Figure 4). This shows communication 

expressed on social media has changed drastically, affecting the digital culture between users.  

Because one of the main privileges of social media is that everyone is free to publish 

whatever they believe, including propaganda, users create and share content based on their 

opinion, and if important topics are presented in a thoughtless way and singular environment, 

then the topic risks losing credibility.  
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That this digital platform creates a one-sided world is a big problem. Users generate their 

own political information, accurate or not, that can then go viral as they share the content all over 

the social platform. Andrew Keen explained, “When misinformation is spread, it is we the 

people who suffer the consequences” (Keen 45). When incorrect information is disseminated, it 

does not have value because it does not come from an authoritative source. However, users still 

react to this content by immediately reading, commenting, and liking it, and not stopping to 

verify if the information is accurate.  

Many users who generate media are amateurs, resulting in the spreading of propaganda. 

This information is part of the propaganda that spreads all over the social platform. Keen 

illustrated this by saying, “With more and more of the information online unedited, unverified, 

and unsubstantiated, we will have no choice but to read everything with skeptical eye” (Keen 47). 

Not everyone will, though. The sources of misinformation that users take for granted as factual 

and then follow create a circle of bad information.  

For those who do become skeptical, there are other outcomes. According to Sebastian 

Valenzuela, “Existing research has suggested several means by which social media can influence 

collective action, such as providing mobilizing information and news not available in other 

media, facilitating the coordination of demonstrations, allowing users to join political causes, and 

creating opportunities to exchange opinions with other people” (Unpacking the Use of Social 

Media for Protest Behavior 921). In other words, the political information users create can take 

any form, have a positive effect, and increase participation of activities outside of social media 

such as protests and marches.    

 

The lack of users’ reactions creates shallow interactions                                                               
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 ‘Likes,’ ‘emojis,’ and ‘shares’ are part of digital media’s new language. Helfand, in her 

book Design the Invention of Desire, explained the sometimes contradictory new vocabulary 

with the following example, “Consider this simple conundrum: When a death is announced on 

Facebook, the go-to reaction is to hit the “like” button” (Helfand 113). This digital gesture is the 

most common lingo in social media that user uses when they are agreeing with another user’s 

opinion and can mean many things, such as “Good job,” “I agree,” “I know how you feel,” and 

so on. ‘Likes’ can communicate to users that someone behind the screen is supporting them in 

their ideas or announcement. The same experience can be related with sharing and using emoji. 

Users understand this type of communication can be based in solidarity, empathy, and sympathy.  

In addition, the use of the screen represents the political voice of the users and is how 

users express themselves on social media. For users, ‘thumbs up’ or ‘like’ has an important 

influence in their protest behavior. Valenzuela illustrated this by saying, “The mobilizing 

potential of news takes many forms. Past research has found that frequent news consumption 

enables political participation by increasing users’ knowledge of public issues, political causes, 

and social movements” (Unpacking the Use of Social Media for Protest Behavior, 923). This 

shows that the simple ‘like’ can represent a user being against or in favor of a position. 

Although technology is part of the modernization of the world in which communication 

is the core of society, this technology is destroying relationships between users by introducing a 

level of unreality, not just in false information but also in actual interactions. Jessica Helfand 

illustrated this problem: “Websites projected on walls, push-button and hand-held devices 

replaced by portable, mutable media that gesture and respond to sensory input – all are attempts 

both to reinterpret and reinforce monito-free interaction between human beings and the machines 

that serve them” (38). For this reason, users cannot understand what is real or what is artificial, 
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and they either begin to trust everything, or distrust everything. Furthermore, the misinformation 

in social media brings to the virtual space instability as information is distorted and creates an 

environment that is manipulated by the users.  

 

Empowerment of the users  

Marshal McLuhan illustrated the difference between cool and hot media when he said, 

“Hot media are, therefore, low in participation. Cool media are high participation or completion 

by the audience” (162). In this case, social media acts as cool media, where users have a high 

participation. Nowadays, the most common participation is with political propaganda. 

Social media makes users influential inside a digital community based not on authority or 

first-hand knowledge, but on the quantity of likes, shares, and comments one receives. Max Read 

explained, “Every time a new medium expands the possible audience of mass media, and opens 

up new spaces for new voices to be heard, it upsets the delicate balances of power that rested 

upon the previous media structure” (“Donald Trump Won Because of Facebook”). Social media 

is able attract millions of users who believe what they perceive as the truth, even if they cannot 

recognize where the information originated.   

 Propaganda can be created by politicians and users alike, and both groups have the 

ability to create or plagiarize content and spread it around the social platform, regardless of the 

content’s accuracy. Passive users, on the other hand, are those who follow a social cause on 

social media and interact with everyone who aligns with the social cause because they believe 

that the virtual space can solve any social and political issue. Evgeny Morozov explained this 

situation: 
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Solutionism, thus, is not just a fancy way of saying that for someone with a hammer, 

everything looks like a nail; it’s not just another riff of the inapplicability of 

“technological fixes to wicked problems”. It’s not only that many problems are suited to 

the quick-and-easy solutionist tool kit. It’s also that what many solutionists presume to be 

“problems” in need of solving are not problems at all; deeper investigation into the very 

nature of these “problems” would be reveal that the inefficiency, ambiguity, and 

opacity—whether in politics or everyday life—that the newly empowered geeks and 

solutionists are rallying against are not in any sense problematic (Morozov 6). 

Users believe that simply being active on social media helps to change politics and social 

issues around the world. These behaviors create bias between users, because one group believes 

they are right and thinks the other is wrong. According to Richard Lanham, “The interactive 

audience that outrageous Futurist evening forced Victorian conventions of passive silence finds 

its perfect fulfillment in the personal computer’s radical enfranchisement of the perceiver” 

(Lanham 17). The consequence for passive users is they fail to formulate their own informed 

opinions because their opinions are based on misinformation. When users log on to Facebook, 

the first sights are pictures of friends and relatives, advertising, news, and propaganda. Users 

already have their mind set on where to find information, and it is not in traditional media. 

According to Susan Greenfield, “The content of a screen-based lifestyle is unprecedented not 

only in how it shapes thoughts and feelings but also because of the corollary effects of not 

exercising and not playing and learning outside” (52). The attraction of social media is that it is 

part of society now because it connects users with information. The interface design in social 

media is related to the visual elements that create a bubble. Helfand illustrated, “Everyone likes 

things that look good, feel good, and act–well, good” (155). This effect creates an empathic 
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connection to the virtual space that provokes bias in the communication between users because 

everything feels personal. The posts on social media create confusion between enlightenment 

and empowerment. The first one refers to being informed with the content in newsfeeds. The 

second refers to users believing they have the power to change the problem by clicking the emoji, 

like, or share.  

The desire of the users to interact with the interface of social media is to express what 

they feel. Morozov illustrated this:, “As the Internet gains in importance it penetrates more and 

more walks of public life” (218). In other words, when most users comment on politics, they do 

this from behind the screen and not in person. For this reason, users feel it is a duty to share their 

beliefs and do so without the concern of addressing their comments to someone’s face.  

Therefore, the content on the social media interface has an identity problem. The 

interface is related to the protocol of users and the tools they use to express themselves. For 

example, the protocol and user experience design of Facebook has users first view their 

newsfeeds, not their personal walls. When users hit the newsfeeds, they tend to stay there instead 

of going to their wall; thus, the onboarding experience is complicated because users have to click 

around to see their personal wall. According to the UX magazine, “The term onboarding comes 

from the field of human resources and the common practice of new hire orientation” 

(Onboarding: Designing Welcoming First Experiences). For this reason, it is important to change 

the onboarding process to one that helps users choose what they want to see, rather than being 

told what they should see first. 

Users who create their own content use social media because they know that the platform 

can engage other users quickly. This knowledge is based on experience gained when they spread 

the information. Don Norman explained, “Knowledge in the world is usually easy to come by. 
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Signifiers, physical constraints, and natural mappings are all perceivable cues that act as 

knowledge in the world” (Norman 79). For this reason, creating a new role of graphic design has 

to be related to the user’s ability to recognize the chaos that misinformation can create in society.  

Morozov explained, “The main problem with the ’technology is neutral’ thesis, therefore, 

is its complete uselessness for the purpose of policymaking” (297). To clarify, the purpose of this 

paper is not to suggest control of the behavior of users. It is to create an awareness that the digital 

virtual space contains misinformation. This misinformation creates instability in the real world. 

In addition, the neutrality of the platform is based in free speech that is not controlled. As a result, 

understanding the differences between what’s unreal in the digital and what’s true in the real 

world becomes impossible(?). Morozov in his book The Net Delusion, explained, “Thus, 

whatever view – the Internet as a liberator or the Internet as an oppressor – has more purchase at 

the moment should be irrelevant to our debates about particular technologies” (338). In other 

words, users can disseminate and develop different aspects of social media that could be helpful 

or harmful, depending on the current sway of viewpoints in society.   

 

Refuting Opponents’ Arguments 

A. Users choose what they read or look at on social media  

Social media gives the opportunity for users to choose what they want to read. The virtual 

space also gives them a chance to express their views freely in the virtual world. For this reason, 

some users are not affected with misinformation because they use their free will to act against it 

by seeking reputable sources and they choose how to react if their friends share political 

messages. A survey conducted on a convenience sample of social media users asked if they 

approach friends when those friends talk about politics on social media. The available options 
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were: ‘Yes, all the time,’ ‘Never,’ and ‘Sometimes.’ 51.8% choose ‘Yes, all the time.’ But, 45.1% 

choose ‘Sometimes’ (Figure 5). These results indicate that social media permits users to be a part 

of conversations because users have the power to react to or ignore the information on the social 

media, but only a portion of users actually do so. 

 

B. Users are exposed to political tactics in social media 

One of the principal characteristics of social media is that everyone can react to the news 

shown in their newsfeeds. In addition, this medium has the power to influence people in a way 

that users can agree and disagree with topics on the platform. Even more, political information 

can be developed and shared in a fraction of a second. For this reason, the communication 

between users is important because participation is the most important part of the virtual space. 

Users can feel involved with the newsfeed or choose not to according to the intensity of the 

topics. In other words, users can be neutral when they do not feel like being a part of the political 

arguments. According to Suomen Toivo: 

“Communication across social media must be conversational – the weight on the term is 

in the word “social”. It must also be personal. A personal style and voice are 

recommended and help working. Because the Internet is flooded with content and the 

context of use changes, new content should be easy to read. One Internet jargon term is 

“stickiness”, which means how well content “sticks” or compels users to return again and 

again. Stylishness does not mean snobbishness but consistency in its own style (Toivo 

12).  

As a result, social media was created to engage users and create community activity where 

mutual respect between users makes social digital life non-threatening and makes users want to 
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come back time and time again to reengage. The whole point of social media is engagement, and 

content creators will use any tactic to ensure their content is the stickiest and most resonant.  

 

C. People are often narrow-minded when it comes to politics  

Society has been influenced by technology, which changes the boundaries of 

communication. Users have the power to click their mouse and engage with any political cause 

and disseminate information to other users. Users have the freedom to act, share, react, and 

comment. They feel responsible to act and share their beliefs because they feel emotionally 

attached to the digital platform. According to Peter-Paul Verbeek, “A general realization that 

technology interferes in one’s subjectivity is, however, not sufficient to bring about active 

stylizing. People must also have insight into the specific way in which certain technologies shape 

intentions and behavior” (Verbeek 239). Users feel that they have the social responsibility to 

encourage and engage others because social media has given them the same status.  

Users can represent themselves as neutral or apolitical, but many on social media are 

looking to express their thoughts with others and spread their ideologies all over the media. For 

this reason, social media is an environment where conversation without regulation is part of 

communication, and users are the owners of the conversation. They believe that sharing their 

ideology will help them get more followers or change the minds of other people who they 

believe to be wrong. Toivo said, “Social media has four components: learning from others and 

recognizing the practices, planning and starting an operation according to the post-model, 

mapping and maintaining content, and continuous evaluation and improvement” (Toivo 11). The 

problem is users still believe that social media can deliver information about important topics, 
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but in the end, the content of the information brings several difficulties when the message is 

badly delivered.   

 

D. Users seek “news” from social media that aligns with their own beliefs 

The information in social media is text, but it can be accompanied by animations, pictures, 

videos, and audio. All are easy to spread around the virtual space, and users can use simple 

technology on their computers or phone devices to create their own media. These elements can 

be observed around the platform and can effectively convince other users because the media 

created are easy to read, see, and hear. In other words, the news is reachable with a. It is thought 

that most users cannot recognize where the news is coming from.  

The information that users gather through the news on social media is the basis for them 

to interpret, process, and use in gaining knowledge and creating beliefs and ideologies. 

According to the book Democracy and New Media, “Onliners had ready access to a multitude of 

opinions and editorial views, but in this case, many views did not mean many viewpoints. 

Consumer/citizen choices of entertainment and political information merely reaffirmed their 

preexisting prejudices, or their “sophisticated tastes,” as they were conditioned to call their 

predilections” (Jenkins and David 149). In other words, the information gathered in social media 

simply reaffirms existing beliefs in many cases.  

 

Conclusion  

In conclusion, this paper presented two case studies where the users found different 

solutions. The first case study was based on the past presidential election and the differences 

between Obama’s and Trump’s social media strategies. Both cases show how social media 
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empowers users and politicians to act to in favor or against causes and present solutions that 

affect the United States. Social media has been growth in a way that the users’ interaction with 

newsfeeds and posts act as propaganda, which in turn creates one-sided or even false views. 

‘Likes’ are not reflective of truth or facts because they are based on the biased interpretation of 

the information that is shared.  

This digital environment is based in the expectation of what users believe. The big issue 

with user experience on social media is the ease with which users accept content uncritically. 

Users read the content that others publish on the platform and believe it, creating assumptions 

that probably are not true. As users create propaganda information that is not real, it can alter the 

stability of the platform from a calm virtual community to a chaotic virtual community. 

The fact that political information on social media engages users to focus on their 

personal screen is a factor that is affecting society. This effect in social media produces an echo 

chamber where the information is spread and creates misinformation, but at the same time 

creates propaganda. Users feel connected with this information and feel a desire to use the 

dynamic of liking, sharing, and commenting. This create confusion, untrustworthiness, and 

contradictions in the social media environment.  

People like to be engaged in social and political causes and spread information with 

marches, riots, and protests. But technology has created an easy way to gather support and fame 

online, where people are considered the users. Users disseminate information by clicking their 

computers or smartphones and believe creating shallow interactions is the correct way to argue 

by. These interactions show how users think and proceed to any social and political problem or 

circumstance that provoke their desires to like any political propaganda on social media.  
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The main goal of this research is to create awareness of how people are becoming users 

of social media, which brings inequality and a one-sided world to users. The power that social 

media has created has resulted in the theory that whatever is on the screen must be factual. Users 

are becoming shallow thinkers because they accept anything on the virtual platform as reality. 

Even more, social media is designed to engage the desire to share things that users believe are 

interesting. These platforms evaluate their designs as experiments creating an illusion of what 

users can participate creating propaganda of any kind. It is imperative that users understand that 

social media is based on the options they use to move around the screen. This doesn’t represent 

real life but is becoming reality when users create this shallow experience.  

Social media and its culture are constantly progressing due to the users and their 

adaptations of each forum. This research paper has focused on political propaganda in social 

media but it has already expanded beyond that to social problems, cyber-attacks and terrorism. 

No matter what the issue is, users will always have the desire to interact. Because users are 

adapting to social media, there is a possibility to find a new way to explore users’ behaviors and 

control the dissemination of propagandistic information.   
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Figure 1: Among politically engaged internet users, young adults have the highest level of 

involvement.  

Source: “The Internet’s Role in Campaign 2008 | Pew Research Center.” N.p., n.d. Web. 27 Feb. 

2017. 
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Figure 2: Youth Vote Crucial for Obama in Swing States 

Source: “Young Voters Supported Obama Less, But May Have Mattered More | Pew Research 

Center.” N.p., n.d. Web. 8 Mar. 2017. 
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Figure 3: Tale of the Tape - Obama and Social Media 

Source: “Obama and Social Media - 4 Years of Progress - MySocialAgency.” N.p., n.d. Web. 27 

Feb. 2017. 
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Figure 5 
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Glossary 

Audience: the assembled spectators or listeners at a public event, such as a play, movie, concert, 

or meeting. 

Democracy: a system of government by the whole population or all the eligible members of a 

state, typically through elected representatives. 

Echo chamber: describes certain ideas or beliefs that are reinforced in repetitions. 

Emoji: a small digital image or icon used to express ideas, emotion, etc. in electronic 

communication.  

Illusion: thing that is or like to be wrongly perceived or interpreted.  

Internet: a global computer network providing a variety of information and communication 

facilities, consisting of interconnected networks using standardized communication protocols. 

Newsfeed: an electronic transmission of news. Used in social networking.  

Media: the main means of mass communication (broadcasting, publishing, and the internet), 

regarded collectively. 

Passive: accepting or allowing what happens or what other do, without active response or 

resistance. 

People: human beings in general or considered collectively.  

Politics: activities associated with the governance of a country, especially the debate or conflict 

among individuals or parties or hoping to achieve power. 

Propaganda: information, especially of a biased or misleading nature, used to promote or 

publicize a particular political cause or point of view. 

Shallow person: someone who is concerned only about silly or inconsequential things. 
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Social media: websites and applications that enable users to create and share content or to 

participate in social networking. 

Screen: a flat panel or area on an electronic device such as computer or smartphones.  

Truth: in accordance with the fact or reality. 

User: a person who uses or operates something, especially a computer or another machine.  
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Appendix A: Visual Thesis Explanation    

The goal of the visual thesis project was to create a visual experience combining two 

different worlds. In this experience, the room was completely dark. The concept of the real world 

was presented where the audience walked into the room and started listening and watching the 

information that was in the projection and on the phones.  

The visual exploration is based on how the audience bases their lives around 

propagandistic messages in the media. In the room, there is a construction of three panels where 

a projection of political propaganda is displayed from the news, riots, and protests. These events 

represent the reality and reactions of people who are against and in favor of the propaganda. The 

narrative used for this projection was the reality of the society. When people step inside the room 

where the projection is displayed, this action represents that people are a part of the reality. 

The panels represent the wall of social media, where there are three cubes with devices. 

As the people approached the cube they became users, where the sides of each cube extend 

around their face and block them from the projections around them. On the screen of each device 

are postings from social media such as Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter. The users will scroll 

through social media platforms that are designed with fake, satirical, and real political 

information. Also, the users are allowed to “like” the information that is presented. When the 

information of the propaganda is “liked”, it will pop up information that is related to how the 

users interact with it. This reaction can be positive or negative. At the end of the scroll is a 

message that will take them to the beginning of the social platform and be ready for the next user. 

These cubes represent the echo chamber of how the information is caught inside of them. 

However, at the same time. when the users are in front of cubes the snippets of the videos are 

projecting behind them.  
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At the end of this visual experience, the audience wrote their feedback on a slip of paper 

and put it in a ballot box that was designed for this purpose. This feedback was used to finish the 

conclusion of this research paper. It was important for the audience to share their opinions 

because the visual element created a new experience in their minds. Now, this audience is more 

aware of what is happening in social media and the creation of propaganda. 

Some of the audience members were curious about what was inside the cubes. Some of 

them touched the phone and interacted with the information that was displayed on the screen. 

Some of them were fascinated by how the information was displayed and comprehended that 

social media plays a role in their lives when political information is disseminated around the 

platform. The participation of the audience was essential to the visual experience because most 

the people who walked inside the room expressed that it was a thoughtful and powerful project 

that represents modern society.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



      
 

  
 

37 

Appendix B: Thesis Exhibition Image - Projection 
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Appendix C: Thesis Exhibition Image – Phone experiences 
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Appendix D: Thesis Exhibition Image – Feedback  
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